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INTRODUCTION 


The political and economic upheaval following the revolt of 
1857 had a profound effecton Indian Muslims. Sir Syed Ahmed 
Khan's mewenent for Muslim uplift, responding tothe needs 
ofthe ume, emphasised the imperance af acquiring western 
education. For the first time, questions were mused on the msc 
of women. Among Sir Syed's contemporaries, Maulana Altaf 
Husain Hali and “Dip” Sarir Alimed were deeply concerned 
about women’s education and social uplift, This cause was 
taken up by other social reformists, men ane werner 
Women’s journals started appearing gradually. The first was 
edited by Unelw literature’s pronmecr feminist, Mohamad 
Begum, wie of Shamsal Ulema Maula Mura Ali, menher 
en Efagmescel Alt careel Deeutaae Alt whiee fiouedee! Diarul Dsbia iat 
Punjab, a publishing house in Lahore. The journal appeared 
In TRUS and was called JehodeNioen Mohammadi Beinn 
edited this immensely papular journal which was subscbere 
to by young girls from enlightened diamiles. She stood like a 
rock while the tide of public opinion went against her for 
chcouraging voung women to peal anvihing other than 
religious texts. Aven the great patriarch, Sar Sved, was net very 
cqMcoura oh rear al INL Wate] “hy ie pest on Tira ae a, when Alaaiha 
Mumtay Ali presented! him wath the first cope! Tat worrnen 
writers had already established themsecloers eight years before 
the appearance of this pournal=in 18), a woman by the name 
of Kashidanin Nisa egum wrote /ilah-wn Niso—aned in |HOs 
another woman, Akban Begum, wrote a novel in which a 
nawabzadi of Lucknow was learming maths and chemistry at 
hemes! 
Other journals appeared liter, like Mahboch Alans Atatieey 
Aids, Shaikh Abdullah's Adeftoen, Rashicl-ul-Khain’s fonat. These 
journals became natural forimns lor women writers and several 
ofthem gained tremendous fume by regularly conuibuting to 
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them. Refonnist writing by women appeared in the form of 
macmee OF articles. The wating of poctry had been going on 
for a long time and sore women had published uheir ovn 
collections of divans. But it was fiction which slowly became 
their fone, and atthe rn of the century, nevels ane! short 
stories, which were called geses, started! appearing. 

The word afiena (shor story) owes its origin to Sajjad Hyder 
Yalduram who was the first te give the name aftrnd to these 
qeses. Ais own first afsena wis published in Makkzan (Lahore) 
In 7. The stenes of Staghoa Humavun Mirea of Hyileralsad 
ali started appearing. They were reformist ig content and 
her first novel MusAr-e-Nisvan (Women’s Consultagne) 
appeared in 1006. From the carliest days, women and men 
were equally skilled! in this genre. By the third decade of the 
cen women were writing {neely ite Fsnert, Sarre enee-Aary er, 
Tehsi-e-Ninvan and other journals, The stores of Nazar Sajjad 
Haider—"Bi Mughlani* in fume (July 1927), ~Azmat-un-Nisa” 
ind “Paoon mein fanjeer™ alse in fssvert (August O27) —were 
On the subject of seceenel marriage. Mrs Yusul-we-7aman's 
“Sora” (feat. September M87} was about a dowry death. 
Yashordha Devi's “Kishwari” anc Shivrani’s (Premehanad’s wife} 
“Baraat” were published an VardnerAhavel and dealt with 
problems of poveny, dowry, second Triage ame wiclewhead. 

Scnuiment, realism ane! Hance mingled unselcossciesnahy 
in these stories, Those wher followed t 


has trend depicter women 
as “devis’ of love and devotion Nazar Sajjad Hyder's shan 


stones. “Shidhced-c-Jala”, “Mavuns Tamanna”, “Akhta reeeechira” 
white li ceemplify this trend, were published in Newang--Ahayet 
in 1aa2, One important ‘aspect af Sajjad Haier Valdaram’s 
Writtags, the romantic ane the poetic. found a cisciple ing 
Wentian wher is uncheowbteedty the high priestess 
Rothe writting, Hijals fiiag Aly, 
Turkish literature ats reflected in his wi Ik, is eloped bey Hijab 
tl her afte are sey dgabnist this same background. They 
are Sreunided ti romaagntictsin, Which she presents through ‘ 
highly mysterious ‘The same cast ol 
Characters feature again and again in all hey afsanet, [Leg 
readers, especially voung girls, willi Holy suspenel disbelie ariel 
happily enter the word inhabited by exotic characters like 


| of romeantic- 
Yaldiram’s deep imsighe inte 


.dliiest magical, text. 
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Mlacame #uhbaicda, Ruta, Jaswati, Capiain Fikn, Dr Gaar, the 
old Fihiopian maid Zoonash, and many others. Her characters 
inhvbit an unreal, somecumes surreal, world which mav be 
revealed as an island ina forlorn sea, ora castle set hivh above 
rugged chills overlowking the sea. The stvle is mveuing and 
may have been influenced by the writings of Pierre Louis, a 
minor French water whose novels were translated mot only 
infa Loglish hut into Urdu! Romanticism, poctic fancy, an 
cinphasis on love, beauty and tragedy characterise all those 
writers who followed Yaldaram’s trail. Im Hijab there is an 
additional element of what may be described as sensational 
ineliviclualisin! 

An important sub-genre is the afsane of horror, whose 
creator Mrs, Abell Qadir, born in Jhelum in (898, can prouely 
Clann that she stands at the vanguard of the macabre. Her 
stories ane about incarnauen and reincarnation. She claimed 
that she never began with the intention of wring an afsana, 
only when the afte agitated within her to be born cid she 
pul peo to paper! Her stores are quite herrific bit tovally 
engage the reader's aention. Her most popular collection of 
stories 6 Lavhon da Shebr (Cow of Corpses). She also wrote Ato 
Caan (Reincarnation), Samadi ka Moot (Spirtt of the Crave) 
are] fleakaber aed Cither Atories, 

The legendary name associated with a parallel trenl—which 
happaly inclined towards realison—is that of Premechand, whose 
stories slaricd appearing from 1907. His invial work was 
romantic but soon his writings saarted reflecting life as it was. 
Sfroe Wate, his collection of palniouc afianes was burnt at the 
order of the British anel all ite copies confiscated] For the first 
time art became a definer of ble, Premchand's legacy hal an 
immense influence on several generauions of writers. His 
emphasis on realism was the opposite of thie Valelaram treme, 
His subject was nical Inedia, from where he elrew the characters 
for his stores andl novels. Progressive writing self is an 
extension of Premchane’s realism. Its empliasds on a specilic 
political ideology often leads to the raiment evk parcapraprarielis 
being slipped over the stricture of a sheart story, 

Among the women writers who were impressed with 
Premchand the most prominent were Shakeela Akhtar and 
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Saliha Abie Husain, Shakeela Akhtar wrote about the micelle 
classes in her native Bihar with special insight into the 
discriminuton against women. Salih Abid Husain, from a 
Family of litteratcurs of Panipat, has publisher! six collections 
of short stones. Eber first was Nags Aiewal (First Impression) 
ane the fast, Tere Clute, Teen Aneaacein (Three Faces, Three 
Voices) Romanticism and sentiment mark her early works. 
Taking ber coe trom Premchane, she pemuns close to realisin 
and concentrates on the problems of the lower and middle 
classes, The upper classes are alway subjects for her gentle 
nidicule. Her belie! in Gandhian philosophy is evident in the 
fact that her hero and/or heroine t¢ invanably committed to 
the creed. Women are victinas of social abuse bit, despite their 
being appressed. they often show gread strength of character 
and determination. Lake Premelianed's there is often a moral 
in her stores. Savlistically, ten, she is closer to Premchand than 
alti othed Cer ber ren paca ary wre, 

After the initial foray by a few, afters by women writers 
Hooded the literary Geld. Women from all classes, regions and 
OCC UpALbOns started writitg. Agno the many who mencrally 
followed in Premchanel’s tracks are Khateon-e-Akram, Asifa 
Mujech, Ratia Kirmani. Hameed Begum, Amina Nazh, Later 
find wigees Cwrtters of short stories) whe followed the same 
trend are Hameeda Sultan, Shateeq anu Shafaqg, #eenat 
Sapida, Jahan Bane Saqe. Shasta Tkramullah anc Hajra Sazli 
They deserve special mention because they have an edge over 
a wider canvas and superiarity of 


tei Contemporaries 
lechmique 

The long abiding tradition of Premechaned culminated in 
what became known as Tarage: Pecans or progressive Writing. 
The tus mud vbee peeveene Was thie Appa aree anf col ley ton od stores 
entitled Avgearesy, tn OS Ne secret dict it appear, thyurh a ices 
kine on several counts tol particularly on the procliviay of 
Hs Characters towards atheism, sexuality and revolt, The swories 
in it declare war on the ex Mie mores and morals of sociery, 
wd reflected the new generation's disenchanument with the 
World. Hunger, oppression, explotiation, sexual repression 
were the mew subjects: stvlistically, these afana were different 
from anvihing whiten before. In this growp of ‘voung Turks” 
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was a woman by the name of Rasheed Jahan, Two of her pieces, 
“Dilli Ki Sair” and “Pardey ke Peechhe*. which appeared in 
the collection, mace her the first female representative af a 
new trencl in literature. Since she was wriling bo propagate an 
ideology, Rasheed Jalan wowe all ber stories anounel it. Het 
inportance may alse be ascribed to the fact that her aeclisiecn 
in the anthology demonstrated that progressive writing was 
not the preserve of males only. Every subject was new available 
to the female writer, even sex. The mew generation of porost: 
Angas writers was influenced both by Premchane ane 
Rasheed Jahan. Anyeman Tarnggi Posen Micseerefeee-ef find (AM 
India Progressive Writers’ Association) was established in 1936, 
The most important proponent of progressive writing was 
Ismat Chughtat. Her early wolings were romantic but even at 
that stage her style was distinct from contempornin afiand 
writers. In aclition tothe rejection of convention. the bite in 
her stvle mirrored hee rage at unjust society Hawk-like, she 
observerdd the minutest detuils and wrote about the unspoken 
realities that her predecessors had cnther never noticed or 
considerce too commenplace for comment. because of tei 
candid focus on sexuality Ismats afianes became very 
controversial, Sexualitv, she said, was mot the raison dee of 
her writing, but the seviery she wrov about was sick with sexual 
repression. She launched a frontal atwack on the tssuc leaving 
noaspectofitunesplorce, While her exposure of riidlelle class 
hypocrisy shocked her readers into admiration, her appeal 
ewe as much tothe artless artisiey of terse. bmat’s pesien 
among afar mages, both wen and women, is al the very apex. 
Anvong those who were priest aifluenc eal hy [saat s writing 
were Hajira Masroor, Khadija Mastur, Sadeeqa Reguin, Sarl 
Devi, Jeelani Bane and Wajida Tabassum. In Hajira’s frst 
collection, Afai Alfa! sex remains the focus of most stories, 
Her social context being the same as Isiiars, most of the 
problems she takes up are similar to the senior waiters. Her 
“Hai Allah!” and Ismat's “Gainda™ for cxample have strong 
similarities. Hajira Ielt for Pakistan alier Parition, where she 
wrole about the problems of relugecs. Rluvlija Mastur was alse 
influenced by Ismat ancl the Progressives. She started by writing 
romantic stories, but her later writing concerns the under- 
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privileged and oppressed, and in writing about them she 
exposes the double stancards and shallow values of society. 
Her stvie may be described as gende when compared with Ismat 
or even Hapa. 

Ismat also influenced writers like Sarla Devi and Sadecya 
Begum whe wrote about middle class poverty, restraints 
imposed by society and the exploitation of women. Sarla Devi 
adept al expressing the pain and pathos of women; Saceera 
Begum writes about social inequity ane class struggle. One af 
her stories, “Tarey Laraz Rahe Hain™ (The Stars are 
Trembling) explores the sexual aspect of a woman's life, Since 
this collection of stories is limited! ta the representative afsenas 
of major woters, we could not include ctiher Sarla Des or 
Sadeeqa Begum, 

Ravia Sajjad Zaheer was not only closely associated with the 
Progressive Writers’ Movement but with her husband, Sajjad 
Zaheer, was also deeply influenced by Marxism, Hewever she 
is careful shove avoiling prapaganel it, and Jver stvle gs gentle 
even when she admunisters her verb) lashes. Other notable 
afsana mga in Razia’s age-group include Tasmcem Saleem 
Chhittan, Salma Siddiqui and Kaushalva Ashk. Tasneem writes 
intensely romantic stories with nure insight inte the female 
peyche, Salma concentrates on humour and Kaushalva Ashik. 
marmnied to Upendra Nath Ashk. himself a novelist and shor 
sory writer of repute, writes simple, siraighuorward afsaness, 

Chturirog adver Last phase of the Propressive mawenment there 
emerged two new writers fiom Pyvderabad, Jeclani Bane ane 
Wigida Tabassim, Jeelant Bane adopted Premehand’s tradition 
of stor-telling and was equally influenced by the Progressives 
and Isimat Chughtai. Her story, “Moun ki Mariam™ (The Wax 
Madennal is one of the finest in the genre. Her main 
Preeccupalans are postindependence problems and their 
Mpc Lon women, She portrays the feudal aumosphere, culture 
wid wav of life as well as problems of the working class—and 
she wields a sharp pen. A prolific writer, she has created a 

crespected name for bersell in the genre, Wajidsa Tabassum’s 
Weg OLED EEE Ul docustes on Wwonen's SCXUALIV: tn Wa directness It 
is closest te Tstiat's. As Municas Shirin saya, when she started 
writing, “She knew che art of starmelling and could held the 
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reader's attention.” Her main concern was the exploitation of 
women in the feudal culture of Hyderabadi society, and she 
WrOle some nvetting stories about it. But the predictability of 
her theme and the portrayal of just one kind of society makes 
for acead-end as fir as the reader is concerned, According ta 
same of her critics. the exploitativeness of sex in her stones 
makes her writing almost veveuristic. 

Qurratulain Mvder’s is another name which has become a 
legend in her dime. She started writing when she was a very 
young girl, romantic stories to start with, Her first story 
appeared in Paool, the immensely popular children’s journal, 
siter-publicahon of TehubeNiswan, She then wrote her first 
salincal stery, “Ek Shaam” uncer the pen name “Lala Rukh" 
for the journal, Adib. She was advised notte reveal her identity 
since noone would beliewe that the story could have been 
written by suc a litte girl! Net a single story of hers, she savy, 
was ever returned! by a publisher, The distinct individuality of 
her stvie set her apart from her conten poraries. Her first 
collection, Simran se Aage (Beyond the Stars) published in 1947, 
gave anew direction to the medern short story. Her secome, 
Shvethe he Cohor (Glass Houses) contains the first of abstract short 
stattes im Urelu. ft was her third collection, Patvar bt Awaz 
(Sound of Falling licaves) that won her the Sahitva Akademi 
award, bit she had already broken new ground inafsena niggers, 
She whites about a world in which the feudal anc the colonial 
have been synthesized, and there is no quarrel between the 
mo. Her characters are equally at home riding a purdah behli 
in western U.P. or vachting at the Nainital Club. No one had 
ever written about elite society with the same deep insight and 
empathy as Hyder. Some of her contemporaries called her 
bourgeois, ving her writing only reflected the concems of 
the upper classes. 

Giving multiple voices to her art, Hvyder’s stories in all 
her five collections—Aiftaran se Aage, Sheeshe ke Ghar, Patphar 
ki Awaz, Rawshni ki Raftaar ( The Speed of Light), and 
fugnuen ki Duniya (The World of Fireflies)—reflect her 
experimentation with technique. Her astute study of human 
nature and the width and breadth of her knowledge and 
scholarship have created classic after classic. Cultural, 
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religious, class, linguistic and ethnic issues are depicted on 
a massive canvas that spans the entire human civilization. 
Among writers of short stories she is the one who rides the 
chariot. 

Reference needs to be made to Mumtaz Shirin, who hailed 
from Bangalore, and was a contemporary both of Hyder and 
the Progressive writers. She wrote very few short stories, her 
forte was hterary cnucism. Her story, “Angrar (Awakening) is. 
influenced by her study of western literature. She has acrtic's 
insight inte literary devices used by writers, an insight she uses 
in her own stories. She is primarily a literary critic and 
secondarily an experimenter in new techniques in the shon 
story. 

Contemporary women writers who are experimenting in 
this genre include Amina Abdul Hasan, Hajira Shukoor, Anwar 
Nuzhat, fakia Mashhadi, Shamin Nikhat, Ativa Parveen, 
Masroor Jahan and Sughra Mehdi. We have not included their 
stones in this antholory because they are sull developing and 
evolving their techniques, Amina Abdul Hasan and Sughra 
Mehdi are interested in ube female payche and questions of 
identity, Ativa Parveen and Masroor Jahan’s stories. primaniy 
wolten for women readers, focus on their domestic concerns 
and family relationships. Zakia Mashhadi, their younger 
contemporary, has grappled with the issucs surrounding the 
woman of the Ninewies. Hajira Shukoor has fashioned her 
stories after Ismat's, discussing the sexual needs of young girls, 
as depicted in her story “Khatai” (Sourness). 


The selection of afsanas for this collection was made on the 
basis of the writers’ experiments with various literary trends. 
A second consideration had wo do with gender; only those 
stones were selected which focussed on women, This should 
nol create an erroneous dnpression that women writers only 
wrote about their own sex. Both women and men wrote freely 
about each other, but lor this selection we drew an artificial 
line demarcating feminist themes in stories by women. 

The first story in the collecuon, “Dilli ki Sair", (A Trip to 


Scanned with CamScanner 


Introduction xv 


Delhi} by Rasheed Jehan is a simple account of an expedition 
that was barely undertaken! Although it is not typical of ber 
stories about women who are brutalised hy socten (of which 
“Sails Bahu’ one example), itexplores a unique situation, A 
spititcd voung woman [rom a small town sets Gul on a 
recreauonal Gage ta Welha woth ber machi laashamel, [tis a 
delighttul attempe te bring the purdab-clal woman, through 
Lhe weal evervday spoken language, to thie atiention of nile 
and fermale readers. The writer's skill les in the narration anc 
the building up of ihe persona of the lacy from Faricalsael, 
who spends all her tine wailing for ber basta on the railway 
platform, guarding their luggage, making keen observations 
on the lite of the station as it hums around her, ancl cursing 
the lecherous men who hang around, All this while she fumes 
at her husband for disappranng, anc ultimately declines his 
offer to show ber arene Delht! 

Hijab Imeiay Ali save that she wrole “Mert Nalaman 
Mohabbat” (Unrequited Love) when she was twelve years oll! 
In the exotic setting of “Qasre Rana” live a dew characters who 
appear and reappear in all Hijab's ajsaees ane novels. An 
unmistakable Turkish ambience is palpable in the plivsical 
surroundings, the description of ihe characters, thei dress 
and mode of conversation. KRuhi, the hero (Hijabs auempi 
to portray herself), i a young amstecratic girl with an 
indomitable spirit. In her rewolt against traditional values, 
typified by an arranged mariage, she pits herself against the 
iron will of her grandmother, Madame #ubaicda, a character 
straight aut of Turkish literature. The men are all-looks-no- 
brains, golden haired, bluec-eyed—Rubhi'’s father, her hance 
Shahbaaz, and her “lover”, Capt. Fikri. Hijat's is a world in 
which tough-minded women are engaged in a battle of wills 
Ins One ANOtEE, 

"Men Naaman Mohabbat” is along oafiane of which the 
translation in this collecuon represses rots the substantive micielle: 
portion. Hijab loves dwelling on tragedy since it has the 
requisite sombreness wih which ta complement thier exertac 
environment in which ber characters live. Her women 
characters (unlike the men) do not commit suicide or 
renounce the world after a heambreak. As with Ruta im this 
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particular story, they become tragedy personified, at once 
highly aesthetic and stvlised. tt is her hero, Capt. Fikri, who 
eventually commits suicide! 

The uwnderhing auwolingraphy of “Aapee” tantalises. It is 
the storyef a voung and lively girl who makes the best of her 
marriage toa selbcentred older man far whom a wile is just a 
social and sexual necessity. Hersexual neecis are subordinated 
to his ¢ex-on-demand routine, Her aesthetic requirements, 
which are intrinsic to Wer sexuality find an outlet in a much 
younger man, whese childhieod devotion te her aver a period 
af time, turns inte sexual desire. She is unable to recognise 
her own desire for him, and it is only when she is about to 
mary him off te her own daughter that he confront her with 
the truth. This is a long afsena by conventional standards, 
boldly wekling the theme of the mutual atraction for cach 
other of an older woman and a vounger man. When Aapee 
recognizes their mutuality she too, (like Hijab's Rubi), does 
nol commit suicide or take poison; insicad she allows herself 
Hfrw inoments of intense pleasure by indulging the demands 
of her body, before recurming to her prescribed duties a3 wife 
atricl mother This stor, wotten by a woman who had herself 
broken muy conventions, is a multi-laveredd presentation of 
the female psyche, at once malelominated ver fiercely 
brite poericlerrid, 

“Cand” ihe story of two very young girls at the threshold 
of sexual discovery. One is a servagu whe learns fast, enjoys 
the expenence and bears the frat of it The other is her little 
mistress who learns through cavesclropping and guessing, and 
whe hurs with childish pealousy at being “left owt” of the 
exchioment of cliuld marriage, chill witowhood and finally 
clandestine sex. Ismiat shows Ganda revelling in the excitement 
of lite. whether itis widewhood, her affair with the YOUNG sof 
ofthe house, or the tiny lite bastard to whom she gives birth. 
Cokke ber predecessors in fiction whi fine themselves in the 
same predicament. Isimat neither conges nor apologises. The 
Story s open are joyous treatment of sex in a society that took 
the lite-long shame of unwed mothers for granted, is startling, 
til the objectivity with which lsmat hanelles the mtmate sexual 
desires af carly puberty is quite unique. 
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Ismat Chughtai belonged to an era when sex was discussed 
among women in whispers, the only means they had of coping 
with their suppressed sexuality, It was abhorrence for this 
suppression which made her write, “I detest the wailing, 
spincless women giving birth tw bastards, ane detest the 
Rithfal, sentimental and conging wives with exemplary eastern 
Wihues. Girks comunitiaig suicide, coving their hearts ont, or 
begering for love from thei levers are tahoe in my bagks!" 
Her stories have tren calleel mot just photographs baat x-rays, 
Cap Uring im words the sexuality, psvehvobagy ancl expaleitatiean 
af oppressed women, whether housewives or prostitutes. Her 
rage is directed al the hypocrisy of society which pretends that 
all is well se chart its superficial micetios can he perpcnared. 
She writes that being parol the women’s movement bec her 
to writing about gender isnes. Troth and courage she says, 
were Rasheee! fabain’s gift vo deer, ane writing abit sen ial issues 
was (he leswon taught by the Pragressive Writers’ Movement. 
lov all respects she is the best ajfsana niger, among men and 
women, beth, 

In “Ek Savaal” (One Question) Saliha Abid Husain 
JUxtApOoses two types of women—the activists and the victins 
of gender oppression. The narrator, a thinly disguised alias 
for the author, belongs to the class of women who arrogate to 
themselves the burden of their less fortunate sisters and use 
them to push themselves inte the linvelghe. 

Saliha Abid Husain ts adepeatworking on the limited canvass 
of her personal expenences. Her characters inhabit her every 
day world and she does not hesitate booinsert herself in ube 
story, alten directly acledressiog the reader on moral and ethical 
questions, In this particular story, she casts herself as one of 
the social activises Who claim to work for the uplilt of those 
women victimised by society. 

However, unlike her contemporary, Ismat, whose chise)-like 
objeciivicy cuts clase to ihe bane, Saliha’s impact lacks power, 
precisely because she intoudes too much inte the lite of her 
characters. Her intention te reform society is bhuothy stated, 
with an innocence reminiscent of Jolin Bunvan. The face chat 
she was influenced by Premechanel is evidlentin her cdiclacticism, 
ane like most of her contemporanies, she felt obliged to teach 
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her readers the abiding values of kindness, equality, goodness 
and love, Invariably one finds elements of idealism and 
adulation in her writing. especially in her novels, and most of 
her heroines articulate her own values. 

In “Miy Lame Ave”, Rava is at her best descnbing women 
of extnicidinary strength of character, whom she sets against 
the feuckal backdrop of weseern LOE Phe central character, 
known as lang Mumani, is seem through the eves of the 
narrator, heel! barely a child, whe is overawed by Murmani's 
status in the village, despite the fact that she has none of the 
defining essentials of status. There are two focal points in the 
story Murmani's virtual moral rule over the village despite 
being an “old widew", and her unwavering commitment ta 
her truth even at the ciskool taking on the enue village. The 
dav she stamds up tor a voting wmarniect mother-lo-be against 
the village goons. she evokes the spirit of the Hibheal 
TTAparuc tneayy sugeineg ise Veataage Ahnee tonnes fae cust the first stone. That 
eLany hues getrecdesn eeep Ubon bs Perse thveel, al easton bev lithe village, 
Several of Ravia's stones ane novels are peopled by women 
whe bear a soriking resemblance to Mumant. They pit 
themselves weainst middle class biypocnsy and then, without 
comment, hold apa miner te reflect its ugliness. The use of 
the chile as narrater is both an aioebiouraphical and narrative 
device, weed with great skill bw Isiiat andl Ragia 

Qurratulan Heeler in “Hash Nash (which she calls 
“Hone inthe English version), chescobes a certain feudal 
CUleine i detinave chetand, is cbclvwer lil salves puxtapemecd with 
the changing patterts af the world outside. Shamshad Begum 
isa prow and lone cescendant of the Rolilla Pathans whe 
considers hemell responsible for upholding family hetmeur 
despite the penury to which she is reduced. Beuothed in 
Childliewl to her cosa, she clings as long as possible to thie 
hope of mancing him, When ber Giittce pes cll anal marries 
a prosecute, she cuts herself off trem all harman cemact and 
restressuts teades Choe sdie TL sof Larmady “beer. As s die reves Conarcds 
Chesuintiviony atoel coll age slice Loiclitully acitiewes to whit bas by 
now become merely sr abs cel borvoue. In the enal, when 
she Wocmplevweed by another presciute to tend an aware of 
respectability vo her brothel. Shamshiacd Begum, lithe realising 
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where she lias landed, thanks Allah for “opening vet another 
door” so that she can spend the nest of her clavs safeguarding 
her hance, 

Majira Masroor's “haneez” is an outstanding story which 
holds its own when compare with afsanes in any langage, 
With a superb combination of restrain and olyecivaity, ut tells 
the story of a verte girl wher as calloushy chivedeeed bw toed 
hasta) ane left to femel for berself ariel beer twee leetle gords 
with the help of her only celative in Pakistan, her grancinether, 
Set leans the backelrop of thee poste Parcitcih nese tiene tt ef 
refugees, the storm's focus is on the deliberate and subile 
exploitation of the girl, albeit net the usual sexual explodation 
of most abandoned voung irk in simular ciocumsiances. In 
this matnarchal household of Begum ane her cdlavugheicr, Sala 
Bi, Rance? becomes a real kancez (servant), With a lane here 
and aword there, Hajire portrays the Begin as the benmevolene 
vainpire whe, an the poetext ol deve, siteks coin call tlie vitality 
from hanece?, reducing her ta a domestic servant while 
encouraging her wodteam of becoming the Begum one day 
by marning the “foreign-returmed” son of the Family. A story 
of how great expectations are first engendered, then 
encouraged and finally dashed, the travedy of hanee? ts 
narrated without once lensing the delicate sense of balance, 
gentle inony and humour which, despite the Begum in cut 
lives, still make life worth living. Hajira is lie known outsicle 
the circle of Urdu literature, but this story transports her oo 
the pinnacle of this genre 

In “Lalor sehrai” (Flame of the Desert) by Khaclija Mastur, 
Saja one af many educated middle class girls who have to 
SUpPHOM thei vounger siblinics after the cleath of them tather. 
The story probes the depths of her feelings even as she 
roiwtine!y pardon the abuitwes expecocd od doer. Ste bulels a 
world of romance around a chance encounter with aman whe 
gives her a lift home. Khachja. like her sister Haina. uses the 
trauma of Partie as her backdrop. Sajida's barren and 
loveless life. ter siyppressedt sesial clesare which leach her te 
fantasise alvout a virtiial serameer, ane the general happiness 
she feels as aresulool imaginary fulfilmene are dettiv handled, 
In the endl, when she cannot contain herself any longer, she 
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arrives one night at his doorstep only to find him taken 
completely unawares by her passion. The stery is sigmificarit 
hecause a woman expresses her sexual need im a face-to-face 
encounter with the manshe has chosen. What he does oF does 
not cla is of litle cansequence—il is Lhe woman's encounter 
with her awn sexuality which bes at the core of the story. 

A similar situation exists in Jeclani Bano'’s “Bin Bulaye 
Mehmaan” (Uninvited Guests). Shamim, like Sajida, becomes 
the sole breadwinner in the family after her father’s death, 
Jilani Bano wes the device of flashback to explore the complex 
psyche of a young girl with a lively imagination who is brought 
up notonly with oppressive middle class values, but held up 
to other children as an example of goodness and virtue. She 
escapes from this responsibility by reweating ite an imaginary 
world af ‘lovers’, young cen ariel bey who pesetnitobe Ue anny 
people she encounters in ler daily life. Her sexual desire 
reaches a peak, but just as she is about to many her favourite 
prospective partner, she finds that she has to make a supreme 
sacnifice ancl assume the role of head of a fatherless family, 
She makes an abortive attempt at suicide and remains sexually 
dared until her young brother intervenes with an unexpected 
ans io her needs, [iis her strong resentment of society's 
demands on her and anger at bereclf that make ber a full- 
blooded character. The author makes ne attempt to cnnable 
her hy preteading that she is a willing marty. These two stores 
La were woten alinost CoOmlempornecishly on cither side of 
newly created borders, retlect the fact that the mipture created 
by Partition only pliysically separated the writers—their subject 
matter and ethos remain the sane, 

Wajila Tabassum’s “Utran” (Cast-Qfts) is the story of 
Chanki, atiole girl who clones te the retainer class of servants 
in feudal Hederabad: ber mether is welnure to the current 
feudal lord's onky san. Broughi up according to custom, with 
the rich tlhataghier af the family, she greatly teseocs always 
having be wear her young mistress’s cust-olls. After several 
childish attcrprs te peteven with her, Chamki begins thinking 
of some wav ol turning the tables on Shabzach. And at last, she 
finds her oppo munity, the dav before they are both married. 

The most stinking feature of the story is the writer's ability 
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to carry the reader along with her endorsement of Chamki. 
The moral issue before us is not Chamki’s promiscuity, but an 
oppressive social onderin which ber feeling of tramph ts laceel 
With a healthy enjovment of sex, ane the reader is quite 
prepared te suspend moral judgement on this score. The 
atlernpt of seme critics ane) comtemporary writers to conden 
Wajida as a writer of soft porn scarcely applies 1 “Utran"— 
whatever erotici¢m she evokes i necessary ane highly aesthetic, 

A word about the translation, The stories in this collection 
have been translated “by the car’ rather than by anv set of 
mules. Sometioes the idiom may strike a false note for those of 
us Who are userd to reading literature in its original language 
For these stories we bal two opuions—fincling a near-equivalent 
in English or translating the Urdu with due regard, equally, 
for the reatler’s sensitivity and the writer's intent, We prefer red 
the second, which may sometimes result in a rendering that 
readers may question. Dut we felt we were achling something 
to the rhythm and cadence of the English language, even as 
the introduction of rap to mainstream music is ultimately an 
enrictirrient. 

The ttle of this book, Paread may be translated as soaring’ 
which is the image that the works of these writers evokes— 
fram the demure humour of Rasheed Jahan to the high 
romance of Hijab and the frank morality of Saliha. It bears 
out that women were alive co their situation and writing prolific 
fiction in the earliest vears of this century. In [RIS when Akbari 
Begum presented her heroine, a nawahbzadi of Lucknow, 
studving chemistry and mathematics at home, she was 
reflecung a different pe of reality, but reality regardless. An 
Wwe are surprised that an elite girl coulel stuchy bagel sciences 
triste! OF Teeoking threragh chines ancl reciting romantic 
poctry, what we reveal is Our own UNqQuestioning acceptance 
of the stereotype about women and women writers. 
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Baw bn P17 i Aligarh. she was the elclest cdaaghter of Shaikh 
Abwlullah, femuucker of Aligarh Mustain Girls College, aged was 
educatecl gt Isabella Thoobnarn (cellegce (Etec keweewe} sarod Liwels 
Matinee Medial Coatlege (sew Della). She belonged to the 
Progressive Writers Mancient and wae gear afluericee by 
Marxism. Shoe was tlic (iret worl bes write watkl Great fravkriess 
and courage agains the explertutien of women. Proncer af a 
new era in Urdu titerature which terolged the gap between 
Tehtike-Siswan (women’s movement) aidl the Progressive 
Writers’ Mareerment, She eoociical af wernen whi eleeqiay a lack 
of courage, waned corates cliatacters whi agitate agaist thocie 
explritatien, She shat nite prominence with her entry inte 
the imate work of progeessive writing: “TMM ki Soir” ane 
“Pardev ke Peechhe® appeareel in che path-breaking book, 
Angas. She ded in Moscow we 152, 
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A VISIT TO DELHI 


Rasheed Jahan 


“Gh please! Wait for me." 

This voice came from ihe verandah and a young girl 
emerged, wiping ber hands on her kurta. Among all her 
friends, Malka Begum was the first te have sat in the drain, 
And that too all the wav from Faridabad to Delhi! Even che Bar 
off neighbours had throngedd to hear the tale of her journey, 

“Cone quickly, if you must. | am tired of repeaung! May 
God mot let me utter a lie, | have repeated this hundreds ef 
times. Well, we satin the train from here and reached Delhi, 
There ‘he met some wretched stalion-master acquaintance 
Of his. Leanne me near the luggage, ‘he’ vanished. Ane I, 
perched on the lugeage. wrapped in a burqa, there | sat. First 
this damned burqa, then these cursed) men. Men are anyway 
no ood but when they see a worn sitting like this they just 
circle around her. There is oo opportunity ever to chew paan. 
One damn fellow coughs, another hurls a remark. And I... 
breathless with fear. And so hungry... that only Gomi knows, 
Anc the Delhi station! Bua, even the Fort would not be as 
huge. Wherever one lookerl, ore sw ru wetvarvge Eauat thie stata, 
the railway lines, engines and goods trans. And what scared 
me the mest were thase blackened men whe live in the 
engines!” 

“Who five in the engines?” someone intermpted, 

“Who live? How dol know? Wearing blue clothes, some 
bearded, some cleanshaven. Svinging with one arm from the 
moving engine. And the onlookers... thetr hearts leap into 
therr mouths. And the sahwhs and memsabibs. There are so 
many of them in the Delhi station, Bua, that one loses count, 
Hand in hanel they walk by, talking gvyjer cif, And our Indian 
brethren... thev stare at them so wide-cved that | wonder 
their eves con't pop out! Ome of them ever Saiet te me, “use 
show your face’. Al once TP. ..~ 
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“Did you?" someone teased! 

“Think of Allah, Bua! Did T go all the wav to show my face 
to these wretches? My heart started pounding maclly." She 
added angrily, “Hf you want te hear, don't intermapt me in resid 
sentence!” Everyone quictened down, Such delighthal events 
rarely eccurted in Faridabad And women had come from far 
tO listen to Malka’s experiences. 

“And the hawkers, Bua, not like the ones we have. Clean 
khaki clothes, sometimes white, but the dhous of some were 
quite dirty, Carrying baskets, “Paan-Bin-Cigarette’...or “Toys! 
.. Tow’... Selling sweets in closed boxes they nun all arowne, 
One train came in and there was so much notse that it tore the 
eardnims. Coolies shouting at the top of their voices and 
hawkers howling in the ean. And the passengers... piling 
over each ether. In all this poor me perched on top of the 
luggage! How many pushes and shoves ded | suffer! And in my 
nervousness reciung fal tn fatal tu arver bate ho taal tu. At long 
last the train started moving. Then started the bickering 
between the coolies and the passengers. “GQne nuipee'. "Xo, 
Iwo annas’. One hour of bickering before the station cleared. 
Did Isav cleared: The damned scoundrels humg on. Adeer pwo 
haurs ‘he came along twirling his moustaches, With what non 
Chalance he said, “HW vou are hungry shall | get you some puris 
eu... yess TD biave past citer atthe hotel’ 

“T saicl, “For pols sake take me back to my house. | have 
had enough of this ‘visit to Delhi’) May no one ever go with 
Vou, Mobevwen to paradise, What a great tap vou brcaghit me 
even!” 

“The trun for Faridabad was ready. There he setiled me 
and pulled oa long fice. “It's your wish. TE ve clom't want to 
enjor a touroof ihe city, don’t. Dew) Whine me! 
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Born tn Pderabad in 10, abe started writing at the age of 
eleven of twelye, Her fanuly moved to Madras when she was 
ver young. because Tveerabid was offen afflicted! with plague. 
Hermeather, Abbus! Tecum, wes a woter who wrote for Pec 
eit, oo jcounal fest westseeeay potabelisdiee! fresaay Livdieore; Elijabe's 
eartiest stares ale appeared! it it, Sle was greatl influriced 
fey Sengyiecl Piveber Valelarage whee wrote left aches cerpresssica 
on her. She tiewed co Lahore, then the nee centre of Urdu 
language are literature, after her marriage Lo the well-kravwe 
playwrighe an! humorist, botiar Ali Taj She still lives there 
with fer daughter and son-in-law Ste i probally the Firs 
Inelian woman whe otaned a pilot's licence aril flew private 
airplanes. 

Hijab Imtia? Ali was educated in a convent school in Madras 
and was expose! to European literature ata very early ape. 
“Lime quite) Levees her earliest story which she clans to 
have written atthe age Wf twelve. Among her novels are Ace 
Maotabtert, Andheri Aveo’ gavel Pagal Aderrat, 
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One morming, when | was descending from the upper gallenes, 
afew words being spoken in the drawing room walted towards 
me with the breeze. | peeped down and saw Daadi Zubaida 
talking to an old fnend. 

“Yesterday we pot a reply from Ruhi's fiber. He wants wo 
come soon and get Rubi married.” 

The words took the ground from under my feet. With tears 
streaming, | rushed down the stairs leading to the garden ane 
collapsed on the lush green grass skirting the balustrade. 
Sunlight flooded the garden. Bright coloured bees sat 
humming on the Fowers. Ona nearby shahe-balut, a small bird 
was whistling a melliflucus song, Was ita dirge for me? Had it 
heard the mews of my doom? 

Marnage! From childhood | had hated the very thought of 
Wl. Marriage meant the end of life’s poetry! How could an 
incurable ramanwe like me accept such a coude pealitv? Mv 
face became flushed. | telt despondent alent living. That 
evening the world turned into a dark cavern for me, 

Suddenly my eye caught sight of Captain Fikri, He was 
strolling in the lower gariens, casually glancing at a book. 
Stiddenty he started walking towarcks me, 

“Shiba come on down... inte the garden.” 

T hid my face in my hanes. Didn't want him to see my 
Lr runs, 

“Wher? Why, my litte Ruhi" 

I walked down ww where he was, but in my heart | was 
seething with anger againse Fike, We had written to Father on 
behalf ot Daadi. and persuaded him to arrange my mariage. 

Tuning my face towards him, he looked atin wnder che 
bright glare of the sun. “Red like a fame. Tears! Litthe one, | 
don't like tears." 
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I turned away. More tears. 

“Ruhi.” He touched my hair. “Are you angry with me? What 
have | done?" 

I driect my tears. “You have done me a great wrong.” 

He bent over me. “What? Oh, my linle friend, for God's 
sake! If | have hurt you please forgive me. It was quite 
unintentional.” 

My voice was trembling. “No. It was ncither unintentional 
nor inadvertent. You knew everthing. | had always thought 
vou were my fnend, my welleisher.” My tears started flowing 
again. 

“Mv child. .. Tam sull your friend. You know how much we 
love each other. .. and always will” 

[felt hurt. 1 don’t knew why, but for the last few days the 
word ‘love’ had started to wound me. I had dreamt that [loved 
somebody, but | couldn't make out who my lover was. Secing 
me withdraw into myself, Fikn became thoughtful. 

“Ruhi, inshallah, we wall always love each other. I wish you 
nothing but happiness.” 

A sigh escaped my lips. “No, my benefactor, you have 
changed, Don't you know: Don't you know that... 1 (sob!) I 
don't love Shahbaaz, knowing that, pou wrote to Father that] 
should be marned to him, And... and...” 

“Sav it... Say it, don'tcry 

“Didn't vou once sav that you were my closest fend? Well. .. 
you have betraved me.” 

Captain Fikri turned pale. He sighed, then clasped me in 
his arms, “My litte Ruhi. What can I do? Your entire family 
wants this match, You won't be able to oppose vour Daacli, 
She is a grand old lacy. Just chink, what is the harm ? Your 
fiance 5 a handsome man, your clase relauve, youthful, ane 
highly educated.” He began kissing me. 

[erieed again. “At the same time be is crode and insensitive. 
We can't see eve to eve. Often he is caught flirting with the 
maids of the mahal... ane...” 

He stopped me, “Shhh! Never mind. Gradually, you two 
will fall in Jove,” 

I burst out. “In this respect, we of the East always make a 
horrible mistake. Hate cannot turn to love. It is impossible! 
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Captain, it cannot be that you are pleading on belial! of my 
crandmother and her grandson, You will never succeed, | will 
never give in. Why are vou bent on banishing meé toa lang 
hel =" 

Captain Fikn became very quict. Looking intently at me he 
spoke. “Ruhi, will pou answer one single question?” 

“Ves,” 

“Do you love someone?” 

“PE think 7 dia.” 

"Oh! Sow TP know why you resent this arrangement.” He 
held mv hand. “Now tell me honestly, litle girl, who is this 
man vou love 2" 

“Dont poobe these matters as if vou were my closest 
confidante.” | siniledd, looking away, 

“What i the harm in telling mes" he asked softly. 

“Tdlen’t want to say anvthing premaninely.” 

“Bait. ..° he said slowly, thinking as he spoke. “The time has 
come. Expose tome veur heare’s cherished desire. This 
moment will pass andl them vou will be senry.” 

“Burt the weuble is... dont know who I love!” 

“This ts impossible. How can you be ignorant of your lowe ? 
Do vou lowe someone in wour Daadi’s circle?" 

“Yes... D thik se.7 

"Who is he?” he asked eagerly 

[embraced him with both my arms. “I can’t sav. But my 
dear Captain, vou must help me now,” 

Fikn looked! at nie quivzically. “Ruki, this ts most absurd. 
You are notwalling tomar vour fiance. You are in love with 
another. bat vou give no che as to who he is, To cap in all, 
there is your Daadi’s imperious temper! Tis futile to expect 
any comsidemiion frou her. You leer take helel of yourself 
amd ayier toe marty Shabhaas.” Heaving a long sigh, he bent 
amd kassed me. “You will marry him, won't wou?" 

Drurmed away in disgust. “Hard-hearvedt man! I hope you 
many a wothan whom vou despise... this is my greatest wish. 
Then vou will realise..." 

Captain Fike burst owt laughing, His face turned crimson, 
andl! tis light blue eves sparkled. “Your evil wish will never be 
granted. Twill never ger married.” 
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The next week I fell ill, 

Iwill never forget those days of my indisposition, O God! 
How strange they were! 

Father returned trom his tourof France. Daadli became busy 
with preparations for my marriage. But oy iiness dampened 
their enthusiasm. In my heart | was praving that it be 
prolonged. As a matier of fact i was a combination of grief 
and anger that had debilinated me. 

Iwas moved to an upstairs bedroom which had been done 
upin sky blue, Al day] could hear the sweet warbling of birds 
and smell the fragrance of henna bushes, Contrary to my 
expectations, Daacdi Aubaida was verv altemtive during my 
ness Perhaps she was convinced that | would be willing to 
be sacnificed at the altar of ber happiness. Harshness was me 
longer necessary, Sow the coe was willing teenter the luinter’s 
snare! Dhatevening the skv was tinted crimson with the colour 
of spring, Father hac gone tothe lake and Daadi was receiving 
people in the visitors’ room. [was ling by the French windows 
watching the scene outside. The sun was sinking and boats 
were gently dinfting on the lake, 

Suddenty the doorbell rang. T realized that Captain Fikri 
had brought the doctor to see me. This was dee usual lime for 
his vise. sence mv dever had shet up the dector instructed me 
to continue resting. After be left, Fikn came tomy bedside, 

“Buhi, lithe one, vou are burning with fever. | wall stay with 
you, Your forehead feels so hor Shall | wir on the fan?" 

“Yes.” After a pause | said, “Please leave this room, You must 
find i very het and uncomfortable.“ 

He smiled. “It seems you are ver angry with me. So Ruhi, 
[can't go. Until Madame #ubaida comes in | can’t leave.” 
Kissing my forehead he continued, “Tam neta beast to leave 
you alone!” 

“Maidservane :" [ questioned, 

“The company of maidservants for a princess like you! You 
won't be satisfiedd. [ will stay." He touched my hair, “Tl won't 
leave vou alone.” 

“As if vou care.” [ started saying sarcastically but found my 
voice Choked with tears. 

“Ruhi, why are you so angry with me? Please believe ine, we 
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are very worried about vour illness. As for my concern for 
you... you can't even begin to imagine...” 

“You all are responsible for my illness, Had TP not been 
engaged to Shahbaaz, | would never have been so sick.” | 
started crvineg. 

“Why do pou hate that young man so much?” 

“Because he and | have nothing in common, Anyway, 
Captain, drop the subject. | feel suffocated. Alas! So one can 
feel another's pain” 

“My love, vou are very easily upset, Okay, let me ask you 
one simple quesdon, Will you give me an afiewer, my be lover 
chile?” He beled my head. 

“So.” Twas peeved. “Don't pry inte matlers as i you were 
my number one wellwisher, [thought you would help ime in 
mivomoment al nece, but 

Captain Fikry wrned red, He bent over me and saicl, “My 
chile, | am ready to help yeu. [low vou mest of all in the 
entire world, You know | have rejected every proposal to pet 
married. | have ne living relative, That is why all my attention, 
my lowe, without reserve, is for vou. | hive seen vou since Vou 
were a child. I have loved wou since then. How is it possible 
that I should now disengage myself and mot help yeu? Jus 
answer this one questian.” 

This long speech made me cling to tim ane ery my lear 
out. These davs | cried casily, The weather was so hot that mv 
bears would met stop flowing. 

“Why are you coing? My poor Ruln, don't ery so much. 
Your hair is such a luscious golden colour, your hanes are so 
sev 

“What... Whatis the quesuion?” [ could hardly speak. 

He collected himself. “My question... Rubi. my question 
i... Whereis it that veu hove? Please speak. Vou comsiber me 
your fend, veur wellewisher, your eleber Why net tell me?” 

Pemiled at tim, “But [deonet consider you my fnend, my 
wellwosher, my elder.” 

“Vou are a coaugelity gird.” 

Surprised at this unexpected show af affection | logkedl at 
him carefully, “Captiin Sahib.” T said loleing tis bane in mine. 
“first you help me, then all these questions can be answered. 
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“Sy hitthe lowe, vou are crazy! First | should know who yeu 
are in love with.” 

Pdid not speak. My heart was pounding. | started! plaving 
with some jastnine flowers which were arranged nearly, “What 
awant anil fragrant breeve is blowing in from the winelows,” 
sacl to evade the matter. 

"Don't worry about that, answer my question.” the Captain 
sstadl, 

1 kept silent. Then again, “How blue the skv leserks.~ 

The Captain lita cigarette. “I it’s blac, good! You answer 
me.” 

“Is Daa recenaing visitors downstairs?" 

“Let her be where she is. Why should it bother you? Listen, 
you can be as evasive as vou like — I won't budge an inch. 
Teochay Twill hear your cen.” 

“Why have vou got stuck atone point? TT say that | have 
never loved anvore te this day, will vou believe me?” 

Fikn sled. “Gertainly not.” Then, shaking his head, “Ruhi, 
Lam not such an idiot. You do love someone, | don't merely 
suspect, | arn convinced.” - 

“Captain, whem ceo you suspects 

He lonked at me, smiling. “If | guess your lover's name, will 
vou forgive me?” He put his arm arounrd me. 
ot felt most uncomfortable, “What's there te forgive? In fact, 
I vill commend vour intclligence! 

He was smiling te himself; sometimes his eves would re 
lo concentrate on his cagarete. or he welled recline im his chair. 
suddenly, while he was lost in thought, Ioe rmache ree sat apy tn 
herd. = 
I was fed up. “Captain, whence clea oud Suspect 

“Styl P tell vere” 

“Please do” = 

“Rubi! How can I sav at? T suspect, . you lowe Lael ; 

Qh, god! These words were the lightrung ch cia 8 
down. | was ovenvbelmed by my own feelings €-hageum at Be 

sclation of my sccre.. anger at mv own embarassment, fear 
rere ovmvshawl and sobbed uncontrollably, 
cod Lorie crite. Thiel oy Lace in ins _ _ ahs. stake? Pease 

The € “syptain Tera carrie: eV, Thiel | rake i frst : 


forgive me!” 
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Zubaida Khanum entered the room. *Fikri sahib, you took 
a lot of crouble for her, How is Ruhi now? Your presence is a 
great solace to her. Unul she gets well, vou will take care of her,” 

*Thank you, Madame.” Fikn sto) up to go. 

lt was awanm and bright afternoon, Since the morning, the 
nightingale hack been singing her heat out, | dressed up ina 
white silk outlia and went cownstairs. 

In the library, my father and Fikri were engaged in 
conversation. When | entered they looked at me with wonost 
alfectian. 

Contrary to his usual practice, Fikri did not kiss my forehead 
in a paternalistic manner. He seemed a little sad, Father was 
quiet, and Daadli was nowhere to be seen. She was probably 
sketching at her casel on the fourth floor of the mahal. 

“What has happened to both of your” Lenquired with slight 
hashfulness 

"Nothing. light of my eves,” my father said. “And how are 
you feeling today?” 

“So far, well.” 

“What docs that mean?” Touching my forehead, “Your 
forehead, is it warm?” 

“No. 

“Captain,” Father asked, “do you find the girl looking ill?” 

‘wo, Sie! Shire is decking bright ace lovely.” 

Father gave me awerned look. “Ruchi, you must always walk 
in the garden, Fat fresh trai, reael light novels and try to keep 
yoursel! happy. ¢hilel.” 

“Ves.” Lopened the door and wet down to the lawn, There 
on the lawns, below the French windows, | started walking up 
ancl down. 

The sun was going down burt it was sill very warm. Particles 
of golden sand dnlting in the wind caused a shoriiess of 
breath, The fragnince of lemon blossoms filled the air. 

"Lam very worriedd” TP overheard Father's voice. “The 
situation is of the wumost delicacy. Mather is very tovditienal 
in her vwews, After all, whates Rudi thinking: Do vou lave any 
ideas” 

"Tdon't think the young Lacy loves Shahbaag.” 

My father’s voice became quicter and sadder. “Then who 
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cloes she loaves Oh, heavens! What a conflict, Fikn Sahib, | 
would be mast enitelal to vou i Ve took wn intenest in my 
daughter's condition and helped me oul Ask Rubi who she 
luves. Shae is drok wieke veut, Sueely stee will codiele on vou.” 

“WWhiy clos ae ask> WU yeu omarty eerie chotlites oo thie mean 
she bovesr” Fikri askeel an a strate yore, 

“Certainly ” My father's voice gained in intensity. “My 
happiness les in handing her wo the man she bowes.” 

“Hypotheucally, .." After a mement’s silence Fiki spoke 
again. “Hypothetically, what it she likes someone you dislike?” 

“She does not mect anvone whom Tilishke, Therefore Tho 
notexpect ber to fall for am undesirable character. © 

Fikri’s queries became more complex, “Forgive me, but 
what if the circumstances are exactly that? Tien what will vou 
thas” 

"Il will try to reason with her with utmost love and 
gentleness,” 

“Sill, dd she cannot give up her lowe? What then” 

“Eiki Salub, them withew further ado, ber wish will have 
bee perevial 

"Thatimeans,..” Fikri's voice was almost melodic, “vou will 
permit her to marry the man of ber cheice? 

“ves... certaindy. Bud whoo is hes” 

"Then let me answer veur question. Dthink [am that bucky 
man. | acm Sadiiberiacle Raalie's suitor!” 

For a lithe while | heared no sound. It seemed that the 
revelation howl stunned my Lather tate speechlessmess. Fikrt's 
words went bev! his compreiiersioan. 

"Aly god, ereat god, whatare vou saving? You, .. Rubi, Rubi 
is juse a chiled. . 

“Sia, | arn meat that cle.” 

Mv father was sullanmnerved. His voice was Grembliog. “Whe 
ean call wou ole? A chivtecion of feriy vear old manos never 
consifercd old. But considcnng Ruhi’s age ...! Dear Capiun, 
please have some ceorsicterauon,. 

Dwi listening carefully, Ady entire teritigs was tving ter atbrscarte 
this conversation. Ab! What would Father be thinking? Se far 
he hal thought well of me. Would he continue te do so in 
fuwire? 
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Deep in thought, | suddenly caught the drift of Father's 
voice, 

“What do vou mean, Fikri! Do you want to leave it as a 
romance, or. ..or,..do vou..." 

“So, sit! Twant to respectfully ask you for the lovely hand 
of voung Rubi.” 

“My daughter's Kane? Vou want..." 

My father's question was se desperate and urgent that | was 
scared, ; 

“Frecisely. | hope you arc fully aware of my antecedents 
and hold a high opinion of me.” 

“Undoubtedly, [ consider you a fine friend” 

“Lam cratetul.” Fikin spoke softly, 

“But I den't understand, My dear frend, what made you 
lowe a girl of Ruhi’s ager” 

At thes omy heart cred out. “Ab! What makes anyone fall in 
love?” 

After a short while, Father repeated the same question. 
“What mace vou both confess that vou loved one anothers” 

Fikn spoke with confidence. “Dlowe your daughter, From 
her childhood | have been inverested in her education and 
Upbringing. Moves Sir, may Dexpe)et vou pocd wishes?” 

“Aly dear man, the truth is | cannot say anvthing at this 
moment, came tv father’s reply. 

Camgaretic smoke from the window was drifting towards the 
crden. Bright suntight was dancing on the shiny leaves, there 
was intoxication in the air A samimer bird was perched on a 
Vellow lemon inee, singing a lilting tune. 

[was standing under the window. Suddenly | looked up 
and sw Father's face. Pie was reclining on the sofa with: his 
feet stretched out ion the carpet, looking quite sad. He was 
tilking while samokiog an Egyptian cigar. 

“So, | comment say uivihinge ver!” he said a secone time. 

“There is ne hunny,” Fikn spoke. “De you uni me? 

“Fikn Sahib, you know Madame Zubaila better than I know 
her.” 

“TL know very weil that she will mot like any name except her 
gramisen's on Ruhi’s list of prospective suiters. Khanuim is 
crary about hit But vou are Ruhi's father, You are aware of 
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her ideas. You don't want to do anything to force her 
acquicscence.~ 

Aly father placed his cigar in the ashtray. “In fact] too have 
become suspicious of Shahhaaz’s garrulousness. | am alfraic 
he will not be able te appreciate Rubi.” 

“What can one save Borwhat is unalterable is that Sahileadi 
herself refuses.” 

“This is the biggest problem. Mav Allah resolve this tangle.“ 

“Allah is the master and He will find a way.” 

Father looked carefully at Fikri. Perhaps he was looking 
critically at his furure son-in-law and wving to assess whether 
he would have the requisite qualities and ability to share his 
daughter's life. A short while later he spoke. "No doulst, my 
friend, vou are a handsome and lovable man. Surely, you can 
make my girl happy." 

After these events the atmosphere in the house became very 
Tense, 

Daadi was furious. Fikri was nirely around, Mv father looked 
wortted and sad. Shahhaaz as usual was enjoving life. I felt 
like a living corpse. | could not understand what wpe of aman 
my lover was, | had observed him fram childhood, but now 
iy comprehension was reduced ta zero. | could nat 
understand whether he loved me or hated me. 

One morning he was seated on the garden bench with his 
newspaper. From the day before I hacl been running a high 
fever. My Ethiopian maid, Zoonash, brought me downstairs 
for a walk to the same part of the garden, Our encounter here 
was so hearthreaking that it had a contrary effect on my health, 
First he continued to rege the paper as il nothing lial 
happened, Then he got up to leave, | could not stop myself, 
In asad voice | callect out to him: “Fikn, won't vou ask how | 
ame” 

He wrned back courteously. Speaking softly, “Forgive me. 
How are vou feeling?” 

foonash spoke. “She was uncomfortable last night. No, 
she is not well, Better that she should go away on a long 
yovage.” 

Fikri did not answer, He was gazing before him atthe green 
expanse. The fresh morning breeze was genuy lifting my 
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Turquoise shawl, Aty breathing was Painful, 
Fikn Spoke, | 


“Grachually you will feel heer" 
“You... you are tot ANY coe 
haltingly in a weak: Voice, 
“There is no reason, Zo 


onash, the s1 

Take “ahibradi hack te the miatyal. 
He wrned and hurried! inside 
affected me as in Would have affer 
Hac it been Ane 


After a long lime 


Unhappy with me. . -*" I spoke 


in has become tor livat. 
T have work te ele,” 

This unpleasant encounter 
lecl any cirl in frail health, 
other than Fike} why had given such 
emptic and cur replies and hurt a Person of my sensinvaty, | 
would never have seq “yes on him again. But | den'y know 
what madness Possessed me. I loved Fikyt to an exe Chaat ce 
words can describe. For the last few cliavs, his Uti tucdhe 
me hal heey intolerable, Suddenhy, wile 
essential he had stopped 
Steimier) as if he was 


Towards 
Sst was absolutely 
ipeaking to me, and when he dict jy 
Wokling mv eves, | was in a quandary, 
Eristalieel, | wes (ring to curb the anger which was rising within 
me, For the first time in my lite, Twas esercising sel-contral. 
One who loves someone is Mot necessary lowed in requen, 
Once he was so nude tome that my heart almost broke. Mary 
times | wished T could just suddenly stop caring Jor Fikri, 
Several tunes © tried to fall in love With Shahhaay se chat Fike 
wentlel get what he deserved, Hit it was to use, Fikri's handsome 
looks, his brave and auractive demeanor, were se firmly 
Imprinted on my heart that they were difficult te forget or 
erase [less than two weeks we had nothing left to say. If we 
clirl speak i was so formal ane Uninteresting that [wishedl we 
had never exchanged a word, 

Several chavs after these PICOMNMIG, one warm afternoon | 
felt much better. Ir was Claustrophotic incoors Daadijaan 
never emerged from her suite of rans Father was qyuite 
depressed aril sper his entine dav in the library. Shahbaaz 
was nowhere around: Mavbe he was on one af his outdoor 
jaunts. Fikri, to, was gene. : : : 
Crtng army lonely state Twent to sit by the private a bk 
the garden. The fish often came up to look at the oe 
clowels, God knows how long | wept at the vagedy ti rie 
When PT glanced up the bright sun was glimmering throug 
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the transparent curtains of the clouds. Golden rays were 
trembling on whe branches, The warm but gentle afternoon 
breeze was circling the gnarled old trees, 

Awhile later Tsaw Shahbaar and Captain Fikri walking near 
where Psat. Secme|e them [ hic mysell in a cluster of the vines 
of fhgepehehen, where | saron a discreet placed marble 
bench. Shabbaar went inside the mahal but the Captain 
suddenly stopped. He had caught a glimpse of me. 

“Siting outside in such wan weather?” he asked from a 
Ciatince. 

Iwas infuriated.“Please don't worry, And please pia inside, 
ele the wanm breere, .° Deouldn’) sav any more. My voice 
was Chokerl with tears. 

He remained sending at the same spot, looking atime very 
carefully. “Sven. thas reerce wrt beurtre eee, Poteet ycata sare: seal fraud,” 

Pfielt angner and angner. “Don't worry about me. | want ta 
sit here anced | wall.” 

Fikra seraleed, otvel ccotsiae elise, 

“Rubi — vou are a strange girl. 7 said this in vour interest. 
We are all praving for your health, may Gor will that vou get 
well seseeta~ 

“Thank vert — all of vou,” 

*Burde vou know whee Because vou are going to be married 
soon and a bride sheauldat be iil. See Rubi, your future 
husband... he is such a verord-natared mar." 

Ab! How long cemedel | lear to listen to thiss Twas sallin a 
precarious slate of health, Hew long could 7 be raked oven 
these live coals? Tears were welling owt ol my eves and raining 
over mv cheeks, and the afternoon sun was making them 
sparkle. But Fikri, looking over my head, was oblivious of my 
ceorelitienrs. 

Looking down, he suddenly became alarmed, “Pat are vou 
ening? This is why bam afraid of talking oo wou these days. 
You cry so easily,” 

"Ler easily. | have no selfcenteol.” Saving that between 
uncontrollable sobs, [pot up from the bench, “Lerine go new,” 

Fikri also stoml up. He held both my hands in his. “For 
Gerl’s sake — sit for awhile.” Having seater me, he spoke the 
words — “My Ruhi.” Then he became silent. 
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Those davs he was a complete mystery to me. Did he love 
me or hate me? 

Taking held of himself he continued. “Ruhi, as a friend I 
want lo advise you... No! | want to give you a lowing 
suggestion.” 

‘Ldon't need any suggestions.” 

"| want to say that false aspersions are being cast on 
Shahbaaz's character.” 

Loould hear ne more. “lam being betraved. Leave my hanel, 
Fikni. You are my cnemy 

"| want vou to trust me. Shahbaaz , .° 

“Stop it! Don's utter his name. What wrong have I done 
WOOL? 

"Rubi! Try to understand. You are a well brought up girl 
from acvalieed family. You have been taught net te hurt your 
elders. Please listen to your wellewishers. Make your Dandi 
happy. Put vour father’s worries to pest” 

"And what will vou eo ? Wateh the spectacle? Do vou have a 
beart, Fikn?” | saicd bitterly, “For the last few cdiaws | have been 
obsening vour behadeur with me. To mstilics me. Don't you 
know bow [ feel? That | don't love Shahbaar? Have you 
forgotten your promise to help me? You know very welll why | 
tute hia.” 

“No.” He was speaking with the utmost scriousncas, “Tclow't 
have the slightest idea. Why? Look, Ruhi, stop this childishmesss. 
Dam talking as your friend. You should accept Sahihyacla 
Shahbaar happily. He loves vou truly.” 

“Captain,” said avoice from behind the creeper. “Itis 12,30, 
Won't vot gee coil tothaye” 

We tumed around, Shahbaas was standing dressed in a smart 
outdoor ourfic, smiling. 

"22.802" Fikid was startled. “We have to be ata party, Rabi.” 

“Who ane vou talking tor” Shahbaaz asked. 

“Oh... to... vor .. bride... 

Insome conmlusion, Fikm bent over his litte dog and started 
peadeica tir. 

Daacdi dubaida was standing like a Sultana before a lamp. 
“Look! You beter take care of vour health. From this day 
onwards vou will dress like a lvide. Rudi, itis ow clue to instres 
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vou. To make vou aware of the ups ane downs of life. Forget 
vour idle thoughts. Fe a good girl, TP have many tisks to cle 
personally andl many to delegate to others, [tas mow Pl pom, 
Goto sleep. Pam leaving.” 

She bent chown, kissecd my forehead ane left the: toecun, As 
she sailed our | saw how her green silk outt draped her tall 
frame. Dreally saw her as an angel of cleath. DP will never forget 
that night as long as Plive. Troly, that night proved to be the 
TUPniths pour in any life. 

Liowas a dreadfully buamid night in the month of August. 
The sky was dark, the mvoon had not csen, Near the windows 
the sumer bees were burning their usual melody. The Great 
Peesar cede) be speeattencl ind atrewk, asala line of fine was visible 
in the black sky. 

WEy hear was heavy. Will iy life be ruined even as] helplessly 
wateh it happen? Is life so simple that my fate can be deciclerd 
overnight * | beeame breathless with anxiery. Life wiiheut 
lustre, life withowt pleasure How Twisted that — could 
disappear — like the wild cry of a mach mua as it elisapepears 
inte the dark night, Sall at 11.30, Pcould not sleep. [opened 
the door that led outside, and stepped out quietly inte the 
garden, 

Il heard Father's voice. “ls the night very warm or don't you 
feel like going incdooms” 

“| had gone for a walk by the beach, Cipeurette?” 

“Thank vou,” 

Captain Fikri’s ice was laden with sadness. The underlving 
hurt was intolerable. That familiar, lovable voice! 

Their tones were so soft that | could Lewely hear. 1 took 
courape and peeped at them through the branches of the 
pomecninate trees. Ah! Fikin’s face was its gad as the sinking 
moon, The heat was oppressive. He had removed fis jacket 
andl placed ion a bench. 

Suddenly, my father’s voice rose. “Tan really very sorry, It 
pains my heart, Pcan‘t forget you... ever. Mav Crud help vou, 
Alas! Pcoulel not help vou at all, What compensaten can I 
offer vou ? My dear briend — may my prayers oo with vou, Mav 
vou be happy wherever vou gee. And may vou never borget rie. 
This sudelen parting is... very barel.” 
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lsat down on the bench, stunned, thinking about their 
conversation, God! What is happening? Is Fikri going away? 
Wives 

Father walked tw the mahal. [followed — quietly walking 
in the same direction. Whe | uptwed lechinel Frkris beret 
he saw me acl rose. “How are vou feeling now, Rubus Come 
here amerment. Letame look at yea tee ony feeart’s content,” 

His words had a strange cHfect on me. Emodons welled up 
inside and kept me from witering a single weereh “Are von angry 
with me? Why don't vou answer?” He cate with me night up 
tothe stains, “Why do vou want to go indoors? Let ts sit lene 
for a while." 

“wo.” D saabiterced. 

“Whe” Fike teak mv hand in his warm grasp. “This night 
will ever poourn in our lives.” 

“But ct es diate,” Psa. wiping my eves. 

"Te doesnt matter Lam with vou.” He seated me on the 
bench. “These legendary nighes hardly ever become a part of 
real life! See. the maon is msing.” 

He sat close tome. The pale August moon was rising before 
aur eves. lbwas asad niche. Fikn’s words, “Pts night will never 
rete.” were ringing inimy ears. Ah! such poignant words, | 
will remember thes as leervg as 7 live 

Adew moment passed Then be bent over me. “Dearer 
than lite — are vou angry with me ¢ ies ay present behaviour 
bund Vote an any ways 

“Wes, if has. What do vou mean by askingr [ was cone. 
"Ah! what happened to vou all these cave" 

“What happened? My love... what can Tsay? Your heart 
must have been rent by omy coldness. | iam guilty.” 

Duas amare. “But what happened: What shall 7 think of 
vous 


“What shall vou think? Plow can 7 answer that | am an 
tinfortunate, unbuliilled, chong lover, Roha, vou have mo wdea 
of the agony which Phave felt the last few weeks. When T saw 
hothing butcsappetatmenst ancl tartare con all tromts, | chenughe 
Hobest te detich nivsell from you. DP practised indiflerenee, | 
even boped that you might dallin lowe wah Shahbaag, so that 
vour hife would be happw and fulfilled. Gut nether of ws was 
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successful in eur efforts. Our lowe coulel net be reined in by 
any artiticaal on temporary pestramat. Alas! all this was me use, 
Rul. See — telay | have torn oll my parent of paience 
nf) forbearance. Gut what is the ose? We tave to pula forever. 
Believe: ier, Twill net be able do survive this partic.” 

Aly sobs were uncontrollable, All] said was, “Fikn, this isa 
fine wav of entourniuing me. You are condemning me to a 
living death.” 

Fikri was silent 7] was silent. Only the tears were (owing, 

All around us was silence. The moon had risen slowly. Its 
Wellow teaght pouctiedd the tips of the tall green grass, 

Agdhe far coed ofthe garden the August warbler, the bulbul, 
was singing a sadomelody Ah! her life was an image of mine. 

“Why are vou silent? This night will never come again. Say 
Whalesct eo watt to say boom.” 

Fikn's words shattered mv soul, Ina lifeless voice [ asked, 
“This nighe will never rewirnr” 

“So, mv Rathi, never again.” 

“Why mow, Fikrir” 

Fikoa looked atime deeply, “Because fate will eventually 
scparsic you and me.” 

“Oh, Fikat” U fussed like a child.” [love vou... | won't ever 
leave you,” 

A sacl smile hovered on Fikri’s thoughtul face. “ My lowe, 
your tone is so childlike, Vou will mever leave me? Little Ruhi, 
wou wall Duave te. . 

“Wie [will mever. .. bot... .but, .. will vou 2 aways” 

Fikri's face became pale, He spoke suddenly. “Alas! vou love 
this unfortunate inan se much. What shall Pdor What means 
dol have of changing vour father’s and Daacl'’s mind? Tell 
mec Rishi. whet stall Telos” 

“Fikin, yew will ce away ane happily spend the nest of your 
life as asailor Bun what de vou knew of the sefferiog which 
will fee devbe ted on goes Deal be forced te become Shahlwuir s 
wile, Sliahilenae. whee levees Sheela* aned whi bas ne pele Tier ts 
treat ladies. Believe mic, Fika, in a few davs he will marry 
Shola —then father won’ be able to dea thing, nor will Daadd 
sharc my peut, Fikri, are vou such a betniver?” 


* Atypical manic for o piardecevaris 
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Fikri was deep in thenght. 

“What are vou thinking?” [asked at once. 

He tock my right hand in his anc said, “Day after tomorrow 
this litte finger will be encircled by a wedding ring.” 

“Never,” | cried. “Never.” 

‘It is impossible, Rubi, vou won't he able to say no." 

"But circumarinces will say no" 

“Rubi! Don't say such things. | have become such a fond, 
foolish fellow, It is not appropriate that 1 should make you 
gadder. Look, jew us sav farewell like true frienels., Tomorrow | 
will leave because itis not appropriate that | sheanlel still be 
here the day after. Come, sav farewell” He stool up. “Ruki. - 
omy lowe will remain comstant, Putt we: have te ploysically part 
from each other, Pont know in which world we will meet 
again. Khia }alie." 


Scanned with CamScanner 


Khursheed Mirra 


Taarit at Aligarh in 2008, sie was the younger sister of Te 
Bevsheawel fabiges, red wis Dercsuyhot gs witht Fes sisters aoe a 
Leparg liad ea will eeilee lat rer Tes paid Dla atiaebe Fue life Hal Aligarh 
lnavren) with tlie exceed aa eee pereratiark of women 
Cerri dea thie fesred rent, Sloe micevecd fda [hevirakeary cca DRT, wloerie 
slic pottictl the filte indusery ard adapred the screen manne, 
Renuka Dewi. At ther height of ber career she gaye ye acting 
mee! pened tes Rauch. Dhere, «hire artiaed frevigelit for woren's 
F ie lits anid woothed bor rade and television. She has published 


leul a bev shied series 
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Now she is Aapee to one and all, with a remedy for evervorie’s 
heartache. Young boys and girls readily confide the tragic 
slores of their romances to her. She takes on their prief as if it 
were her own. [fever she can help she doesn’t hesitate for a 
moment. If there is no cure, her lowe anc! affection help to 
assuage the pain. Amd with lithe chilelren. .. even at this age 
she doesn't hesitate to became one of them iin their fun and 
AITLeS. 

She never speaks of Nihal any more. For the Last ten years 
he has lived in Canada, Bowh his parents are clead. Who is left 
for her to remember Nihal with? This name ‘Aapee” that he 
gave ber... it has stuck. Whenever a chilel says “Aapee’ she is 
started, The image of the seven of eight vear oldl Nihal (ashes 
before hereves, Whenever a voung man confides in her alvout 
his unrequited love, iis Sihal’s wet evelashes that she recalls, 

When a vourig girl, placteng Tuer Hesved cpt Adagece's shievuleler, 
gobs out her seeret Jove, she heaves acdeep sigh “This os life, 
my darling... 00 be liwedt stnctly by walking the beaten peut. 
Dan eeniine onto unknewn, meso nous armel fe ausiiil pacts, 
you will eet lost. trampled, You wall sainply have to walk alone 
this well-tredden path. And its reward . .? People will say, 
‘There goes a poble soul” And one dav vour noble sell, with a 
Cheousied untullilled cesines comecalerl within, will be buried 
in the chast. This is dhe realy. We call i lite.” 

“Ot fon asaigle ronment does Aapee oie her own elecision. 
The only regret she has is that she wasn't born an animal! 
Whats se great bau berg berm a superior species, are that 
Pao a weentin? This stage upon whieh the craima of life is 
enachrd allows tot tomer? of respile te the actor, Respite, 
ever dow a sargele: trerur, te ceeaove his costae aire] tell tai 
demanding audience, ‘Tam not what vou think Fam. This 
robe of respectabiliy is reserved only lar the stage. itis not 
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the real me. How can | conform te veur moral code when, 
des ea cr Teat 1 Aw fe, ScChTic sic clara jive his peossessaced every 
particle of my being? Won't vou allow me the Juxurv of love 
even for asingle moment? Pwill reuen. | will wear the garb of 
respectabiliy are ACD cease CCR aLgraLE M1, For goul’s gake, le 
me live just a line, before I die.’ 

Aaper was acareiree young girl of sewentcen when she get 
marcice. The women of her husband's family were ignorant 
aril alliterate, but well versed in fashion, make-up ane modern 
liming. Though they ohsernved purdah, they smoked freely ane 
often plaved cards. They were quick i judge ane to comlemn 
Aapre. Her free spirit, her love marnage and independence, 
were for them proof of her “had upbringing. Aapee's hiustandd, 
an achvecate, and apparenily westernisee, wits actually quite 
consenmanve especially where women were concerned. Aapee 
could find me friends armeang ler cousins, whe would either 
gossip or play cares all nighs. Then there was an anny of kiels 
whe swarmed around like ants, gobbling up the food and 
drinks that were passed arcusel. 

Among all these people, Nihal was the only one who ever 
bothercd about Aapee. At lestivals, he woul offer her sweets 
ane light her sparklers. He would impress her with his meagre 
English and proudly spell rat, rat. Aapee got se carried away 
thatane daw. forgettine she was anew beule, slie found herself 
climbing wees ane juriprirage walls with Natual, At the age of 
etl, Nihal considered wren inferior te mete in mast things, 
That he was really belipareessceal wits Aapaere: Fle: feonagied Teevt gaey Leva 
Skillec! than any male in lighting a fire bomb. Instead of 
cowenng with fear she would mun behind him holding it in 
her hand, laughing fearlessly, He would then give up the 
contest and declare her the winner. Once when they were 
fooling around together, they were caught and scolded soundly 
by Sihals mother, Aapee’s sister-in-law. “Share on vou,” sire 
satel to Nihal, “rague that wa are... playing with your aunt 
who isso much older than vou!" 

“Aut”, satel Nihal carelessly, “Aunts are supposed to be old. 
She is onky mv Aapee.” Foom then on “Aapee’ was the name 
that stuck 

She had been mamcd only two weeks when Nihal did 
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something which amused everyone and resulted in his being 
teased about Aapce forever, The question was, why could he 
not sleep with Aapee? He stared wondenng why his uncle 
should object to his lingering lume with them im their beer, 
His uncle could noteven claim he was being disturbed because 
he was net plaving cards! And poor Nihal, he was forced to 
leave his sweet-smelling and alluring Awpee ane sleep in his 
mother’s comfortable but uninteresting bed, One clav le could 
not restrain himself. When his mother gor up to leave at about 
ten o'clock and beckoned Nihal to follow, be put his arin 
around Aaper and kissed her smack on the lips His father was 
shocked at this behaviour but his mother laughinely tured 
to her brother in-law onl said. “Beteer watch out! You already 
have accival!” Ewervone thought it was a huge joke and the 
inetd was glossed aver. 

When they reached home, his father wed to explain. “Nihal, 
you do net kiss vour clders on the lips, only on the cheeks or 
forehead.” 

“Hut, Father,” responded Nihal innocently, “Jane always 
kisses her parents on the lips when she sav goodnight” His 
father had oo answer to this, but his mother was mot em easily 
silenced, perhaps because she was alse a liule jealous. “Nihal, 
you hawe never kissed us like this. What is s0 special about 
Aapecr” 

Sihal’s answer was simple, “Mother, Aapee's mouth smells 
so nice.” 

Amonth atter her manage, Aapee lett with her hushaned 
when be went hack to work, She was passionately in love with 
bid: bee was her Joel wel aster. her entire universe. She wold 
fine wavs of making herselftmoore and mane atinactive to him, 
Shue wwarnadal patel con rebaker=it]9, ats stv Decl seen her sisters law 
do and twine Tlewers in her hair. Or like a Hindu brick, slve 
weortile! tots tialehy een her cheeks, wea a lela and chook aored, 
shpmne silver anklets on her feet, weld neve aroun the 
house, bells tinkling, Sometimes, wo attract him, she would 
weal at Plveopaal otfit — a lewese Karta. clourlar, anal a four 
yard dupatio. She would occssionally cress ina fend: chorea 
with its huge skirts chraped aroune her delicate waist, and almost 
double over with is weiht, Despite her natural beauty, charm 
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and poise, she never considered herself good enough for her 
hushanel, Subail was tall, handsome, fair and well-built, When 
be hell her dusky hand in his she would feel inexplicably shy 
wd werniely pull at away. 

Buti was net long before Aapee got tired of ber hushaned’s 
expressions of bow, which were confined to the beclroom, She 
yearned fon Sahai) to look with bonging at ber when she was alll 
dressed up and looking lovely. She vaunted bit to recite poetry 
to her or just tease her with words and gestures. Even though 
she had placed him on a pedestal, she sometimes longed for 
lite to descemil, to sit at ber feet and worship ber. Put this 
never happedeal. Ter selfish deny knew only how to take, mat 
te give, Whenever he found his wife looking mresistible, he 
uricle ester dently cone hee by the hand ane 


patil taregs ler tewuails thie decclecoin. Wo oever she resistedl in the 
hope ofa lithe romance, he would simply pick her up, carry 
her to the room and clase the dear. That was the endl of i, 

Aapee lowed po reciie poetry ane talk abeut her childhood. 
She had been very fond of debating, clocution, simping 
qaywwalis, acting in plays or pust sitting and chain with friends. 
She could spin varns, tease, tell pokes andl entertam her 
COMET UPUANTH CRED for kianues. She was thee toc seo Lecrhit after and 
popular girl ameng all ber friends, There was mo trace of 
jealousy in her nature, a trait which really endeared her to 
evervone, So with great determination she ined to win her 
husband's heart with ber interesting conversation, full of 
anecdotes. Hut all those mischievous pronks which had sent 
evervore in ber childhocd home inte fits of lawehiter fled to 
produce even a simile from her husband, who was more 
interested in treading the newspaper than in listening to her. 
She would stop midway, feeling humiliated ancl repeated, her 
wiles half-told. She hecsell was so imberesteel in others that 
whenever anvenc, especially Nihal, recounted am mcichent oc 
joke, she would not only bough and show interest, but would 
encourage them to goon, She wanted to share evervihing with 
lier husband, and become totally inimersed in tits life sep that 
they could become one. She was prepared to surrender her 
indivicluality to him, to suffuse his stony being with the golden 
glow of her SLUNTaY pee scrcaality, 
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Alas! That was net to be. Subail remained a stone and the 
ratiance of Aapee’s gold gradually wore off by repeateddiy 
rubbing seainst it. . . 

There were three things Subail enjoved most hesidles his 
work. Hunting, plaving bridge, and, of course, love-making. 
He would often take Aapee with him ona hunting wip becatese 
he knew that she would! go all out to best his evo, She woule 
Prise his marksmanship, talk endlessh about his shooung 
skills, and see to it that he won every bet. She would even 
venture deep into the thorny bushes, suck in hand, to drive 
Out the game so Suhail could shoat atroed worn tps beet, 
rewarcl was Subiail's Loumphant smile whieh race 
that he could not have done i without doer he 
her very happy and she felt really close te h 

As lor bridge, Suhail liked 1 oo 


soon he was spe dine all his ewenin 
On holivlars he 
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over Lhe past eight eam, rose bo the surface and she was her 
old fun-loving self once again. She became animated. Peals 
of laughter would ning like silver bells through the tise, ane 
she would enact a variew of liule plavs for her young and 
appreciative audience. As long as Suhail was im the house it 
would he as quiet asa tomb, but the moment he stepped our 
for an all-night session of bodge, at would come alive. 

Unul the early hours of the morning there would be 
laugtier and fun. Evervone joined in, the girls, the ayah, her 
nine vear old sen, even the wives of other servanis who lived 
in the compound. The beat of the dholak and the singing 
went on Cll late and the girls dressed wp and danced like litile 
gopis playing bali, Aapee’s melodious voice would nse and 
caivy across a long distance, singing plainuve wedding songs, 
sothat people thetght there was.a weeding in the house! Since 
Suhail hard shown ne interest in her singing or dancing. all 
these artistic accomplishinents were now curected towards an 
entirely different auchence. 

It was at this stage im her life that Sihal came to visit her, 
during his winter vacation. Aapec was amused to see how tall 
and well-built he had become, with whe faint shadow ofa beard 
wible on his newly shaven cheeks, But the funniest thing was 
his voice! Now very deep and manly, suddenly breaking inte a 
high octave, screechy and completely our ol bine, As long as 
Suhail was inthe house, Nihal was extra decorous. He started 
unpacking the gifts sent by his mother. This melded a heavily 
embroidered ped outlet for Aapee's daughter, Raria. Although 
she realized the significance of the gift, Aapee pretended 
ignorance. “Why has Bhahi sent only ome sev? Tt may create 
bad feelings among the sisters!” she protested. 

Deep inside, Aapee was greatly disturbed at the change in 
Wihal. He was not the saine friend of her bridal days, full of 
mischie! and pranks. He seemed so withdrawn. But the 
moment Suhail got wp to leave for the office. he was totally 
transformed, With a jovful cry he jumped up, scooped Aapee 
in his aro, and kissed heron the lips in the old way. He then 
placed her on the table, stood back, hands on hips, and 

doubled up with laughter in his funny cracked voice. 

Aapee was taken aback, but when she looked at him what 
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she saw was only an innocent, harmless expression in his eves. 
Having been reassured, she jumped down and ran after him 
with a stick in her hanel. “Just wait... vou roguc... im going 
to fix vou!” Aapee's three daughters joined! in andl there was a 
riot of fun with everyone plaving hide and seek. trving to catch 
Sihal. 

It wok just one day for Aapee and Nihal to return to the 
same old familiarivy — like two long-lost friends, They talked 
nen-stop, withowl a care in the world. Aapee hated any 
interruption while she was with Nihal. “Ask Nihal what he 
would like,” she said dismissing the cook when he came to ask 
about dinner. The avah was asker! to dress che girls in whatever 
they fancied, and leave ber alone, Hever anv domestic suc 
came up while she was talking, she would get anneved, There 
were so many interesting facets of his personality she was 
discovering that she was totally bewitched, The minute Suhail 
lef the house Nihal would appear. a pack of cards in his hand, 
and they would get started. When they resumed from schol, 
the girls would alse join in the fun, Wher they caught Nihal 
cheating they would take their mother’s side against him ane 
the time they spent together felt like a never-ending romance. 

So they would have continued all day bat forthe unfortunate 
interruplion caused by Suhail’s arrival in the afternoon, Pe 
wotlk have tas bunch and then expect Aapee to come and lie 
down beside him asa wilely duty, Aapee would toss and turn 
restlessly beside her snonng hushaod, whiling away the tome 
by reading a book ame keeping a watchtul eve on the clock. At 
last he would wake up after what tele like hurs, ask for his 
afternoon tea abel firlly leave for the club. This compulsive 
Clab-gemg which ased to annov ber and bad earlier been a 
She Paral breiween the two, was now very welcome, a licence 
for freedom ane pow, 

Sihal had always uted to impress Aapee. In the past he had 
done toby spelling mal with a great sense of sell-importance, 
as if he~was nothing less than a professor! Now that he was 
“highh’ educated, in his second vear of college, he would tease 
her for being just a matniculate. He had never forgotten the 
embarrassment of Aapee frightening him with a lighved 
smarkler in her hand He wrod show off hy holdline hoth her 
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wrists in his firm grip and say, Vou theaught you were very 
strong, climbing trees anc jumping walls, Sow bers see if you 
can free vour hand!” 

Aapee would siriggle hard to free her wrist. Failing, she 
would get angry and bite his hand. Onee, ina fitof anger, she 
scratched! bin with her Singernails. When Nihal howled and 
let go, she slapped hin again andl again unl her own palm 
becarne ced, Silval just gaged and despite the pun. laughed 
and taunted her. “Tl alidn't knew mv unele had married a 
ferocious cat!” Secing blood on his hand Aaper was filled with 
remorse and, despite his protests, bancaged it with her very 
own handkerchiel. 

One day, in a burst of confidence, Nihal whispered in 
Aapee's ear that he bad fallen im love. Aapee became very 
excited and seriously started counselling tam in this affiir af 
the heart. Filtcen miniwwtes inte the counselling session ste 
realised thatshe didn't even know whom he had lost his heart 
ta! With bis head bowel like a bodegroort, Sibal was listening 
to her nenstop advice, sighing and moaning af frequent 
imervals. Realising that he was very serious, Aapee ted bo 
reassure him. “Don't worry, Soon you will be imlependent 
and things will be easier. Although it's verv important that 
you personally choose your bride, you're tem vonang yet for 
marriage. It may have a had effect on vour ecelucation and 
future.” she said earnestly. “Hut tell me who is the lucky girl? 
Have | ewer seen or met liers” 

The more Aapec insisted on knowing who the girl was the 
greater were Nahal’s histrionics, Finally. tinahle te keep it up 
any longer, he burst out laughing. Taking Aapee’s face in both 
hands, with great tenderness he kissed) heron the lips. “Aapee, 
how can | ever fall in love with anvone else when [am se ruc hh 
in love with you!” Then he added, “Twas only joking’ Saving 
this he stuck out his congue at her as if to say, “See how L fooled 
youl" 

Aapee heaved a sigh of relief. “Whata silly joke, ancl here | 
was, foolish enough to fall for it.” Tring te recover her dignity, 
she spoke dramatically, “Gh, yes. [ stronle have known, | 
forgal — you're a match for Clark Gable in acting.” 

Still smarting from being teased anil mace a fool of, Aapee 
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took her revenge by looking at him with great disdain and 
saving, “By the way, if you want to kiss te, please dlon t eat 
onions. The awful smell from vour mouth makes me sick.” 
Suddenly the smile left Sihal’s face and he looked utterly 
crushed. He ied to say something, but all he could manage 
was incoherent sounds, Abruptly he left the room and loc ked 
himself in his bedroom. That night Aapee prepared Nihal’s 
favourite kababs and garnished them with finely sliced onions 
which she had cut with her own hands. Nihal, who usually ate 
with great relish, tasted neither the kababs nor the ontons, in 
fact he left the dinner untouched. All evening he talkee! tev his 
uncle about his career. Before Suhail retired vo bed, he made 
some excuse and disappeared into his beclroom, lacking the 
door. 

Aapee was most annoyed. “What does he think of himself 
He's forgotten the time when he was a small boy and | used to 
pick lice from his hair, Now he thinks he’s a big shot and takes 
alfence ata harmless remark .. which he deserved anvhow. | 
don't give a damn. Pm not going to run after him anc 
apologise.” Such were her thoughts when she retired to her 
reno wn clisgeist 

That night Aapee could not sleep. She wasn't used to 
nursing a grudge. especially for Nihal who was her closest 
friend. Her anger hac evaporated long age ail she felt really 
ashamed of her chaldish are foolish behaveur. She could not 
understand what had mack: ber attack him with such venom. 
She knew that Nihal was at a very sensitive age, ste alec krvew 
thar he was always trving te amuse her and make her laugh; 
she had been most unfair, Having saved awake all night 
thinking these thoughts, an the morning she was ata loss about 
how to approach Nihal and make up. Like two children who 
had quarrelled. they avoided eve contact and kept their 
distance. Throughout breakfast, Nihal sat cpuietly withiottl 
feveskirage ab bier. Aapee. acting the gocw! hostess, bunercel his 
toast, offered him jam, and was generally attentive, But alter 
Suhail left for the office and the girls dor school, Aapee ¢ entalal 
ake it no more. Nihal was sitting on 4 chair, reading the 
sir shining like gold in the rays of the sun. 


newspaper. hit hh | | 
stood behind him quietly, and started 


Agnpec went and 
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running her fingers through his thick hair. In a moment, 
involuntarily, her fingers slicl clown to this rough chin, Then 
beloe she knew it she hael lifted) his chin and with wrest 
fondness kissed him on the lips. Inumecliach, she felt very 
bashful. She feared Nihal’s teasiog and his comments, Te avoid 
that she sniffed a bit ancl said with great dignity, “My geoumlness, 
now it smells of ee’ Nihal looked ather He did net want to 
insult her by pejeceting ber gesture of reconciliation, He rose 
from the chair ancl, laughing with relief, clasped her in a hug 
and whirked her around the room until she was dizzy ane 
breathless andl begged bin te sterpe! 

When Sihal went borne ter his parents, te was full of praise 
for Aapee. His mether was greatly relieved and considered his 
engagement te Razia almost concluded. But she was afraicl 
that Subaal, who was well co ele, rena hit ment coveesivderr Nilnal aren 
enough for his daughter just because they were related. She 
therefore decided that they would send him to England from 
where he would return, highly qualified, and ger himself a 
goo job. Then Subail weulel come to them on bis own and 
ask for Nihal’s hand for Razvia. 

Years passed, Aapee’s life continued to ebb and flow on the 
lide of time There was, however, one great tragedy, Her 
younwgest daughter, Chhamma, was declared mentally 
handicappre, The doctors said that she would never grow Laps 
and ber mine would remain that efa litte girl. This knowledge 
was like a dead weight on Aapee’s heart. Cushed with grief 
and responsibility, she gazed atthe innocent face of her child 
and tears rolled down her checks. But weakness was something 
she could not afford She had to help Chhamme face a world 
In which she woulel always remain a chile. It was a teugh 
struggle which sapped all her emengy. 

First she reorganised the privrities of her household. She 
prepared her two older daughters to shoulder the 
responsi bihity Ghat Gite hid entruseed them with for the rest of 
thetr lives. Ata tender age they learnt to mother their Intle 
sister, While evervone else in the householel was seoleled, 
servants and children alike, they were all very gentle with 
Chhamimne. never wanting te hurt her in anv wav. Her smallesi 
Whim was treated as if it were a conmmand. Even Suliail was 
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quite loving. Whereas the older girls were afraid to step into 
his room Chhamme would walk in fearlessly, lie in bed with 
him, snatch the book he was reading and he would just smile 
indulgently. 

Aaper started inviting lithe girls fram poor families to come 
aver in their spare CMe, bo amuse the ten year old Chhamion, 
Her whole world revolved around the child. Chhamino was 
fond of dancing. Aapee would ser aside her personal chores 
to sin with the cheolak and sine ber Giverive songs, so that 
Chhamimoa coull dance te them. She sewer beautfal clresses 
for Chhammeo ane! woulel sit panentdy for hours teaching her 
toread and write. Ibtook Chhamine one tenth oo learo what 
other children learnt in one day. Bot Aapee mever lost beard. 
She though: of new wavs ancl innovative games to stimulate 
her cholel’s mental erowth 

Books were orderce trom all over the world which could 
explain this tental deficiency, She would order the latest 
medicines which promised) ever the slightest anproverent in 
the vil's comeditivn. Suhail, uafortunately, cid net help much 
in her untiting crusade. It was new as thoweh be was an 
inclille rent father De his own wav he was fond of the chililrern, 
bunt his fondiess amuunted te bringing eweets and chocolates 
and oecasionally giving them money to see a tlm. He was 
incapable ot undergoine any mental or plasical hardstip fer 
the family, Basically a selfish man, he could net give Lip this 
Club-going liaikits, Wo toader what problems ral i crises 
clisturbieed his lnergsecholed. As Aapee became more and more 
preoccupied with Chhamma, Sulvail started spending more 
and mere tine at the club, where his addiction 1 cards 
ftrew Cote the surface thea rhaiit rhage seenned) writs oust is 
foundations had become completely hollow and it was ready 
to crumble any meet, 

Then Chhamme ced. Two dav of illness and she was gone. 
Aapee took it very hard She gust gave up. Suddenly life was 
Shor ot all meaning. The ence dynamic ane restless Aapee 
layon her beel all dav ane lisulessly starecd jrotes space. When it 
wins Hania sielabeler, slic weetalel perforin whit was ex pected of her 
Ina dare. then again lie down like a corpse. [twas as if life had 
Howed out of her body, Having internalised her pain, she 


Ce 
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considered titan insult to ber daughter's memory even to talk 
abenut her. 

Then, unexpectedly, Nihal returned to ber life for the Last 
time. He had become jt hanlsere man of twentverihit. A 
holder of several degrees from Europe and America, he wis 
impressed with the west, had found a job with a fem anne 
decided te scile down in Canada. His mother was keen to see 
him mamed to Razia or any other girl in the family before be 
went back. When he arrived at Aapee's hese Chhamime had 
been dead avear. Evervihing in the beatse seemed the samc. 
Suhail was busy with his club ane cards, Ravia and Salia with 
Cheer college ancl does — baat Aapere hock chawerd, She bad 
lode all interest in singing, plaving the dholak or even talking, 
She shunned company and refused to leave the hese. Subail 
had become quite considerate towards her and insisted on 
taking her out occasionally fora filmer a drive, Buttery as she 
would, Aapee could find no joy or hope in her heart. Mer 
only interest was reading books, Sometimes she would get 
absarbed in spiritual sues and introspection or shee weld 
read Sufi peecv. When she was not reading, she would lie 
verv still, eves clesecd. 

Aapee’s vitality and beauty had reached their zenith ane 
ataved this for fifteen vears, But now they were on the wane, 
New fine lines could be seen around ber eves and quite a few 
grev hair were visible at her vemples. She baal stopped using 
make-up and couldn't be bothered te cliess up, on wear any 
jewellery. She harl also gor into the habit of talking very slowly 
aul seelthy. 

Wher Nihal came Wo the house he sat for some time with 
Subiil and then went inside to meet Aapec Aahia was in her 
room with bier friends whe bad been teasing Raya becaiise 
they heresy “Nabuaah) wes CO. Bie semeaberd ae the Pub Js, MDnaeen wernt 
looking for Aapee who was silting on advan in the venanibah, 
One look at her and Nihal scopped in his tracks, He was ten 
young te know the pain ol desing a child, sa he combina’ ima 
ariiues chuat ATONE cepeilel elesst roy: hersell with vied, One coment 
even say she was a picture of sorrow, becouse a pele ture: 1% rogelat 
there in front of one's eves, but Aapee was aheent, Shier wis 
lost in a world of ber own, unaware of anything around her, 
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Nihal was shocked. He went to her and gently spoke her 
name. Aapee looked at him as if he was a stranger, There was 
ne affection in her yorce as she said softly, “Why are you 
standing. come and sit down.” Her indifference implied that 
she couldn't care less, That he came was nice, butif he hadn't 
it would not have mattered. 

Just then Sihal’s mother came in. Taking off her burqa, 
she wiped her eves. “Nihal, have vou seen what has happened 
lo your Aapeec? Since last year she has turned ta stone. | have 
tried to talk to her and plead with her, but she dees notcry. It 
would help greatly if she could pour owt her grief and 
unburden her heart, but there is nota single tear in her eves, 
Pim afraid she wall suffocate if she keeps her sorrow bottled up 
inside any longer. See, she has lost her looks, all her youth 
and vivaciousness are gone. There is nothing left,” 

Aapee looked at her with a sad smile, “Beauty does mot lass 
forever, bhali.” she said tiredly, “h vanishes with age sooner 
or later. Anyhow it would hardly suit me to act young and 
VIVACIOLES al Tr more. Laat let us Thee talk abe sich things, let 
nies ark ‘ihal how he is. Where have you been all these car, 
aah I believe you have brought a new car from abnoad?" 

Nihal was al a loss for words. He dict not know where to 
deorhina sian eccoid te tee 

ai se conventional words to 
console Aapec on her great loss: That would be an insult to 
ee : pie , sag : ce tee he discovered 
had plinspaed eartiee dis Lass beautiful, " hat hie 
beaut which was only super me as es Jovi aspect of hes 
her beauty had maatipescd ae “ai zi sp ea ner an eee 
He felt that nothing could ey rome much ote enchanting, 
Aapee. Confident now he oe ee neneen aim and nla 
set chacects sh ae up ane wn the old intimacy 

CVn, as if omly ten 


years, had clapsed since they last me 
APTOS conic beg 


affection 


THMELUes, yet deny 
mice 1. Lovingly, he put his 
_ tel Kissecd ber gently on the lips with great 
ee “MIPCe, Your mouth is smelling of tobacco,” he said 
wrinkling his nose. “Don't tell me Vou hawe , 
tobacco mow!" = 


Nihal’s mother Was shocker! at his 


taken to chewing 
widacitv. Was this the 
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way to behave, specially when he had come to condole? She 
waited for Aapec to get angry, but ...! She was amared to see 
asmile light wp Aapee’s face, then laughter bubbled up fram 
samewhere inside her, and she kept laughing hysterically for 
adong ome. ina howsebeld that had been cleprived of ewen a 
simile from teen, her lonid taughter seemed completely out of 
place. Tut Aaper kept laughing tll she was exhausted. Then, 
putting her head on Nihal’s shoulder she started erying as i 
she would newer stop. Nilial let her cry for quite awhile, then, 
turning to his mother, said ina choked voice, “Please, Amma, 
could you get Aapee some lear 

For Aapee, Sihal’s return was like a life-giving shower on 
parched land. In reaffirenect her sellconfidence, enabled ber 
te held her bead high and dace the world once again. She 
herself could mot fathom the intensity of her feelings for Nihal. 
Sometimes she would see him as a potential son-in-law, 
imagining him as a bridegroom with a golden sehra on his 
forchead, At such times she would look at him and smile 
fonelly. 

Purrled, Nihal would tease her, “Why are you being 50 
affectionate, Aapee?” 

But she would just smile enigmatically and evade the 
question. “Qh, it was beeause you were being so foolish today 
that it reminded me of your childlyecd.” 

Nihal would then turn to Razia ane Safia and complain, 
“Your mother thinks she is my daadi and can recall my 
childhood. | can also remember all her cruel pranks when 
she was anew bride. She would go along with me in all the 
mischiel, climb trees and jump walls. but then back out, get 
me into trouble and get off, scot free, herself.” 

Aapee would retort, “And whe was it whe stole the fire: 
crackers? Don't vou believe a single word of what he says! He 
is as cunning as a snake whose poison has no antidote. He 
placed a bet with me that I couldn't jump walls, and when | 
did he get me into treuble with my in-laws. Sot only that but 
when he saw your father coming he dicl the disappearing ace” 

Aapee also tried to help Nibal’s romance along, Onee when 
there were quite a few young girls around, she thought she 
should give him an opportunity to take them out on his own. 
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This might help him decide which one he was really interested 
in — Razia, Salar anyother wirlin the family? Nihal scemed 
equally interested in allot chem. He admired Razia’s intellect, 
praised Sadia‘’s lovely voice, appreciated) saseen s PMU ES, 
encouraging her to display them in an exhubnien, ancl werulel 
gO inte raptures over Ruhi's embroidery and needlework. 
Being generous by nature, Aapee did not mind which girl he 
chose, since it was all in the family. She thought there should 
be no pressure on him, anc it should be a free and fair choice, 
along as he did chome! Whoever he picked would be a lucky 
pick. She decided that te must gooout with them without hes 
being there to restrain him. She called him one cay ane said, 
"Nihal. why chon) vou take the girls out for a drive while | 
prepare a special korria for von all.” 

Now Nihal was too shrewd tr be outwitted so easily. Within 
minutes he badd all ihe girls convinces that going out was a 
waste of tinee, they would rather learn to cook koma, He gave 
Aapee ameaningtial smile and said innocently, “Whe kincws if 
anvene will be willing oo go with me to Canada? In anv case | 
hack beter learn to cook WoT have to clo it myself there. Isn't 
chat sea, Adnperes?” 

The remark was mot lost on four voung hearts, Four faces 
tuned red thinking it. was imienéert for tem, Still Aapec wits 
ne closer ter Firion out whee Nitial really liked the most. She 
looked at himin exaspeniion as he busily handed ow knives 
lo the girls to cut onions and peel garlic and learn everyday 
domestic chores, She was really annoyed. Why couldn't he 
come simight te the point and declare his choiee? Was it 
because he hack made a pledge to someone abread? She was 
feed vipa. 

But being Aapee. she made one last effort, this time by 
leaving the girls alone with hin, one by one, so he could talk 
to cach one and then make wp his mind, Even this strategy 
failed. In just afew miniwtes Nihal would be back, bothering 
her in the kitchen. He would perkar fgemericl, part his linger in 
the boiling pot pretending to check the salt, or pick wpa 
Kabab from the trying pan. eat half and stuff the other sizzling 
half into Aapee’s mouth. She really felt ke ceving at times. 
She was so frustrated that she would gladly have placed him 
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across her lap and smacked his bowom hard tillit turned reel... 
justas she used to when he was young. She would then sigh 
and try to imagine Nihal as he must have been as a baby. A 
cuddly roly-poly lithe baby running around naked. She wished 
he had been her chile, then she could have really deale with 
hart. 

She awoke from ber davalreaming and renewed her efforts 
with greater determination. She would take all of them to the 
movies and manouvre the seating se that Nihal would be: sitting 
next to one of the girls. But somehow he always ended up 
sitting next to her, holding her hanel and playing with her 
fingers, so that there was no chance of his holding anyone 
else's hand in the dark anc declaring bis love! Aapec would 
squirm and pretend that her seat was uncomfortable ane that 
she wanted to move, Bin before any of the girls could shift, 
Nihal was up, offering his place so that he was now sitting to 
her night instead ol her left, but sill next to hee! 

Agpee was pearly to give up. She traced asking the girls sulitly 
if he had sad anvthing special te any one of them, but was 
clisgrastedd ter learn that he had spouted the same sweet talk to 
them all. Despite knowing Sthal fron childhood, Aapee could 
not fathom his feelings, One day she decided that as soon as 
she got the right oppertunity she would talk frankly with hin 
and fincl out what he really wanted. 

Nittal’s mother was also worried, His leave was coming 
to an enc and sull there was no solution to the riddle. She 
could not proceed with a proposal for any girl until slic was 
sure Nihal would agree, There were Satia and Ragia, her 
husband's brother's daughters, who were greatly 
accomplished ane whom she loved dearly. There were alsa 
Naseem and Rubi, ber sister-in-law's daughters, who were 
prewy and desirable, She would pray every night that her 
wish be granted and that Nihal decide soon. That woul 
enable her to arrive at any one of these houses, armed with 
a ring and platter of sweets and ask for the girl's hanel in 
marriage, She could not take it any longer. 

One day, comering her son, she asked very seriously, “Nala, 
[know you like Subail Chacha and his family, specially Aapec 
who is a friend of yours. Don't your" 
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“Aapee .. 2 Yes, she is my heart, my soul and every breath I 
draw,” he answered mechanically, as if repeating a lesson. 

“Good.” said his mother happily, “Then I can go there with 
a proposal for Razia.” 

“Bazia?” said Nihal in great surprise, as if he had heard 
blasphemy. 

“Never mind,” said his mother quickly, “It's all right if you 
prefer Safia, They are both equally dear to me.” 

Still Nihal looked most confused and disturbed. So she 
changed her tack and started praising the other nieces. “Well, 
1 must say, [like Naseem and Rubi very much. So one isa 
match for Ruhi in housekeeping. | am sure your Fhupi will be 
only too happy te say ves when | ask for one of her daughters. 
You just have to sav the wore, beta!” 

Nihal gave his mother a big smile and declared. “And what 
if [ want to marry someone's wife instead of someone's 
daughter? 

His mother was shocked. She immediately thought of some 
firang woman whe had extracted a promise from her son. 
She was so shattered that she decided to enlist Suhail Dulhan’s 
help. Aapee is so clever and educated, surely she can help 
me, she thought She is also friendly with all the girls, I'm 
going to have a heart to heart talk with her, PE will tell her 
frankly, “Dulhan, vou know mv heart's desire and you are very 
Nihal as well, Please help me bring this impossible 
g himself to someone. There is nothing 
as absorbed in her theughts, 
land walked 


close to 
bey rour9el comimitlin 
more | can de now.” While she w 
Nihal got up, planted a few kisses on her foreheac 


out, whistling merniv! 

Soon after this, Aap 
afternoon, fanning herself and 
head on the pillow and thought of how she would! talk to hom. 
Suddenly he appeared from nowhere and lowered himself on 
Aapee’s bed to lie down beside her. Aapee was so absorbed! in 
her thoughts af him, that when he actually appeared she was 
at a loss for words. She couldn't think ot anything to sav OF 
where to begin. The ever-ready counsellor just lav there 
fanning hersell as if she had lost her voice. 

Nihal turned around ame pulled Aapee close to him. “50 


ec was Iving down one day in the 
thinking of Nihal. She laid her 
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many white hair on your temples,” he whispered, “Why can't 
vou pluck them out? But never mine, | will da it for you, | 
ewe you a favour aavhiew, Remember when you used to remove 
the lice from my hair without anvone knowing?” Saving this, 
he preceeded to pluck the grey hair with great concentration. 

Awpee's heart was beating fast. She thought it was because 
she mecded to talk oo hie, With a great effort she lookeel up 
and said, “Sihal’” Suddendy thei eves met and she could say 
no mere. There wis no innecenee, mischicl or respect in his 
eves now. What there wits, no woman could ever mistake 
though she may oot be able to desenbe iin words. All pretence 
was pone and the maker! truth stared her in the face, How could 
aAattian worn like ber tot have ace at carlicr: OF mavber she 
had known tall along subconsciously but tert to hocke i under 
the guise of motherly lowe. Mawhe she had unconsciously, but 
wisely, aryot her feelings for Sibval beetle! up ane mairnnuinedd 
the facade of a safe relationship. For if they had heen allowed 
free rein they would tave burst forth in a flood which she 
would have ever have been alle to control and tn which ber 
whole brevtanys wertile) baaver Dee th swept away, 

Aaper kept gazing at Nihal. There was no need for words 
bemween them. They hack always been one whenever tev had 
come together, Only they hada. realised it, Ten years of 
separation had not diminished their intimacy, Today the world 
ceased to exist and they were lost in each other. 

Agipec was immersed on Sahal’s eves. Dhey were oot hus eves 
but asea tumed inte liquid fire by the rays al the sun, On the 
surtace of thatsea, Aapee's whole being was hem carried like 
a boat without anv sails. She dil net koow af her heanbeats 
would pew it te the distant shining share which she cele 
glimpse only through gossamer curtains. She felt she hae 
become weightless as the air, and was floating through space 
on the soft pillows of dusky clouds, geting closer and closer 
to the promised shore. She felt she canulel jase stretch out her 
hand, part the curtains and reach her goal, 

But she could not bring herself to lift the curtains aside. 
She had to step back from the brink, from that unknown, 
mysterious and alluring shore of fulfilment . . ane like the 
drunk who reaches out for one last cup of wine before leaving 
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the tavern, Aapee also offered her thirsty lips for a last kiss 
which said it all — everything that she had been unable to say 
all these vears. 

And then... then she turned around and walked away, sure- 
footed, with renewed confidence, towards the familiar and well- 
trodden paths of her everyday world. 


Scanned with CamScanner 


Isrmat Chughtai 


LLP. in 1811, she was the ninth of ten 
Her family first moved to Agra (where 
a rovered tanga). and then te Aligarh in 
een where she froshed her echocling. Im lY34 she went to 


joburn Callege and completed her BAL in 


isabella [} 
Ferononnes and Political Srence]e. She was [ets heaclimistness 
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ancl Sage Her first short very collection wats Retyan. In 1941 
Iemat came te Bombay ancl gained the Progressive Writers’ 
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“This is a hut — okay?" 

Ah, the world of make-believe! Gainda and | entered the 
‘hue’ and crawlecl underneath the thick bushes. Doubled over, 
we started! scooping up the dirt with our fingers. In a short 
while we were happoly squatting on asneodh patch of lovingly 
pated brown earth. After a brocl discussion we star tec plaving 
cuir favre qunc— “Dulhan-Dulhan”. Gaincda pulled her 
smelly red dupatta ower ber face. She bent and contored 
herself like a ceal bode. [lifted the veil gently te gloat over 
her exultant face. Gainrda’s moon-like Face turned crimsen. 

Her closed evelics were fluttering with an inmepressable urge 
Lo pop open and she was keeping her laughter from bursting 
forth with great diffieulry. 

“Aly turn, Garda, my tum!” T said, buming with envy. 

“What the hell is going on?” Bhaivva peered under the bush 
cover. “Well? * 

Gainda threw off her “veil” and dived inte a comer. Our 
hearts were beating. pit-pal, pit-pal, pitypat. 

Had anyone else discovered our “Dulhan” game, we would 
have received a sound thrashing. This tantalizing game always 
hadto he played secrethy—why, | didn’t know. 

But Bhaiva, he was ina good mood. He entered the bushes 
and crouched by our side. In a short while, however, he got 
Feral saya, 

“You devils! Why are vou sitting here?” he snapped, shielding 
his nose from a thoy branch, 

“Gainda!” He pinched her robust cheek. “I'm going to tell 
atha.” 

Ganda opened ber large brown eves as wide as posible, 
dtd carefully peeped owt, “Arre, baap re!” She gathered wp 
her little lene and started to run. 

“Don't go, Gainda!” | pleaded, ining to hang on. 
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“Dada will beat me.” she said, dreading Bhaivya's uhreat 

“He won't, After all, you've finished all your work.” 

“Achha, achha, sit here,” Bhaivya said softly, pulling her 
towards him. Then, looking at me, “But, bibi, C1 make sure 
about your thrashing. Recnping in the moc |” 

“Say What you wish, Pm mot scared!” Tsai, very, very scared, 
ut virorerusly casting my mucdy clothes. 

“stiticla, vou wretch!” Bali's voice crackled through the 
bushes, Gainda snatched her hand from Bhaiyya's and sped 
away like a Mountain geval. 

Our game was nuned, Growling. | pounced on Bhatyya, 
what else could | clo? “Go away,” | hissed, 

“Witch!” he shot back grinding his teeth. Gave me a panting 
wallop, anc took off. 


2 


With a deep sigh Gainda said, “Who should a widow dress 
herself up fors 

“Widew?” | asked wiping a piece of red brick that I was 
grinding for sindoor, on my shirt, “Widdew?" 

“What else? Alas! [am a widow!" T almost felt as if Gainda 
was proud of her widowhood. 

“Agel what am [?" [was dying of envy. 

“You?” She was almost contemptuous “You are a virgin! Hee, 
hee, hee!” She was making fun of mie. 

Miy heart sank. Gainda always held me in contempt Why 
can't | ever equal her? Why can’t [ ever be as daring? Last 
Baisakhi she had got married. Clad in beautiful cee garments, 
she became the undisputed owner of several glintering silver 
ornaments. For days she walked around inkling her anklets. 
And me? Twas not even in the ninning, Either Pwas gaping at 
her, or following her around like a curious kitten. Counting 
her bangles, acranging her ghungroos, or running to lift the 
comer of her dupaces (trimmed with false tinsel) fit happened 
to trail on the ground. Amma was so unreasonable. HT sat 
down and modestly drew the quilt over my face, she yelled at 


Me. 
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“Why are you fingering the raza?" As i being used as a 
ghunghat would ruin the smelly ole quilt! 

oever | asked for a cdupatta to play with, she would say, 
"What for? Ter trail in the shash?" 

Tacknit Din younger than Gatnela bur sill, Pim men se little 
that 1] can’t become a dulhan. Uf) bael oy wav Pwould spene 
my whole life wich the bride's ghunghat over my lace, and 
never, never ask for anvthing. ['m human atter alll 

Gainda's husband died during the monsoons. All cay the 
household rang with lamentations. Cratocie’s class bares were 
stashed. She cricel her eves out. Poor Ganda. The facnily 
kistecd and cuddled her, but no one took Ube slighiest notice 
of me. The only words | ever heard were ones | heartily dislikecl 
= "She is just a litde winl!” 

To hell with it. How long will Premain “litte? Just see how 
tall T have grown! The blue salwar ceaches down only to my 
ankles. Ewen the pink kuna has been hanced clown to Niu. 
My one and only shiny kurta has become too short When it 
coties to expensive clothes, | am considered toc “awkward”, 
but when the acult whisperings stan, bam promptly cistmussedd 
ast “hachechi", | clom’t woderstanc. Am | little or bigs It's ses 
confusing. 

“Why don't you wear good clothes:” [once askecl Gainda 
feealishily. 

“When my husband is dead whe should 1 dress for?" 
Gainda’s tone was thoughtful.” Sindoor in the parting, bangles 
on the wrists, they are all for the hushand.” She tried cc invest 
the cliche with deep philosuphy, 

“eee, Cainca, what a bot od sindoor | have made!” | cathered 
the red bock dust with mv lingers, 

With the genuine longing of a widow, Gainela’s eves clarted 
eagerly to the pale ol sindoor: soon we were sranibirag. 

“Don't tell Bhahi, okays” She moved forward and we were 
both poised for the make-up rinual. Like an old bane, | 
arranged Gainda’s toushed hair with a dab of water and 
sprinkled sindoor in her narrow parting, Gainda’s face murned 
adcep red. She bic her face shyly in her dupatta, then rolled 
over with silems laughter, 

“Domi.” TP scolded. “It will get all messy,” 
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“Come, your liom now,” Gainda was arranging my hair with 
water, 

“My bind?” [reminded her, fluttering my evelasties. 

"Of course,” she reassurcel mc. 

In ashert while we hacl completed our ritual, With sintdoor 
in our partiogs, biodis on our boreledacs ariel clupaties pulleel 
over our heads, two brides sat demurely in a straight line, 
Gaping at cach other's nuptial beauty we bad ne option hut ba 
be overcome with shyness. 

Seeing Bhaivva conning up, Gainda blushed all over, Quickly 
we cubbed off our binelis ane started laughing sheepishly. 
Pushing mic aside, Bhaivva sai down next to Gada, She 
became redder and shver. Bhaivva pinched ber cheeks, she 
civedl into a carter, 

“What the hell is this!” Bhaivva kicked the red brick powder 
in cliseust, His white kus was stained rec, He had stupidly sat 
smack on the sell reel renuricl. 

“This is sindoor, We made it,” | boasted, ft | 
sindoor with his finger, and geoty pressed Candas foo with 
his own. 

"Come, Vi sprinkle sindoor on vou.” He bent over Gaunda, 

“No.” She muibbed it off with her palm, 

“Bhaiva, Gainda is a widow, she doesn't use sindoor” I 
established the fact of my supertor knowledge: 

"Khe won't won't she, the line witch!” Catching hold of 
both ber hands he pushed her over, Gainda hid her Lace in 


her captive hanes. 
"TN net walk to you again.” Gainda pulled her hands from 


iaitivva poked the 


his grsp. 

“Gainda,” he moved closer, “will you marry mez" 

"Go away!” More shyness. 

Lalso tried shyness, purely copyeatshyness. For hours we 
would talk about nothing but marnage and feel awfully shy. 
Bhaiva couldn't even dream of the things we overheard 
betweets Apa and Nant, from our hidecut wader the bel. 

“What do you mean?” Bhaivya nudged her wih his elbow. 
“Wall yeu marry..." 

The sounr of Bahu’s anklets shook us out of our plawacting. 
She was moving towards the well, 
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“Gaindal” The next moment she was glowering al us. “Here 
you are, you ream”, Go warm the iron,” she growled, 

Gainda tried io slip out quiethy but Bahu caught held of 
her braids with wwe tight jerks. “How dare vou! Combing and 
braiding your hair. Shame!" She gave her one more wallop. 
Bhaiyya winced, 

Bahu burnt me up. Whenever she hit Gainda T weld fired 
some way of hurung ber. This time Pthrew a hanedful of ashes 
in her pure white starch. In the evening, Bhaiva delivered 
two hard blows ta Natha because of badly ironed shirt collars. 


| 


“Smell.” Gainda held her tattered chemise to my nose, 

“Wow | Where dit the attar come from?" 

“Bhaivyal” she chuckled. [similed, concealing my envy, 

“Gainda'” Bhaivya shouted fram the verandah. "Take this 
coal for ironing.” 

atinda walked off, giving me a meaningful look. 

How did Gainda move? A graceful gazelle. When | moved 
it was like a galloping mare. Tam... . These thoughis mace 
me restless. Picking wp a twig | starting probing the muck at 
the bottom of the water tank. From the comer of my eve the 
red blur of the reel brick sindoor was visible, So, Bhaiva had 
put attiarion Gainda. Probably forgot about me. Why forget, 
he Ieft me out deliberately. Although Tam his real sister, ane 
Gainda... she's nothing. [ hated Bhaivva. I stirred the stick 
violently in the water tank. 

“Sicipy! What are vou doing, bibir” Mewa Ram came up 
behine me. 

T looked carefully at Mewa, He meant nothing to me. His 
hanes made me sick, Never. never does he scrub the dirt off 
his hanels. All day long he digs the dirt, But never mind. 

“Mewal” [said softly, “come bere.” My eves were fixecl on 
the drops of water ric Kling dawn from the ene of the stick, 

Whit?" Me turned arounel casually, pulled tris cap over his 
eyes ancl began scratching the back of his neck. 

“This sindoor, .. sprinkle it in my parting.” My command 
sotnided more like pleading. 
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*Gainda!” The next moment she was glowering at us. “Here 
you are, you rand, Go warm the iron,” she growled, 

Gainda tried to slip out quictly but Bahu caught hold of 
her braids with wo tight jerks, “How dare vou! Combing and 
braiding your hair. Shame!" She gave her one more wallop. 
Bhanva winced. 

Bahu burnt me up. Whenever she hit Gainea | would fine 
some way of hurting her, This time [threw a haneful of ashes 
in her pure white starch, In the evening, Bhaiyya delivered 
wo hard blows ta Natha because of badly ironed shirt collars. 


r 


“Smell.” Gainda held her tatered chemise to my nose. 

“Wow | Where dil the attar come from?" 

“Bhaivyal” she chucklee [smmiled, concealing my envy. 

“Gainda’” Bhaivya shouted! from the verancah. “Take this 
coat for ironing.” 

Gainda walked off, giving me a meaningful look. 

How did Gainda move? A graceful gazelle. When | moved 
it was like a galloping mare. Tam... . These thoughts made 
me restless. Picking up a twig I starting probing the muck at 
the bottom of the water tank. From the corner of my eve the 
red blur of the red brick sindoor was visible. So, Bhaiva had 
put attar on Gaincda. Probably foreot about me, Why forgot, 
he left me out deliberately. Although Pam his real sister, amel 
Gainda, . . she’s nothing. | hated Bhaiyya. | stirred the stick 
violently in the water tank. 

“Stop! What are vou doing, bibi?” Mewa Ram came up 
behind me. | 

Llooked carefully at Mewa. He meant nothing to me. His 
hands made me sick. Never, never does he scrub the dirt off 
his hands. All dav long he digs the dirt. But never reviriel. 

"Mewal” | said softly, “come here.” My eves were fixed on 
the drops of water tickling down from the end of the stick. 

“What?” He wired around casually, pulled his cap over his 
eves and began scratching the back of his neck. 

“This sindoor,.. sprinkle it in my parting.” My command 
sounded more like pleading. 
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“This is sindoor! Hee, hee,” he sniggered and turned back. 
“Listen. .. 1... Mewa, .. just wait!" | had a new idea. 
“What, bibi?” 

“Mewa, will vou marry. ..?" 

“Marry! But fam already married.” He started fixing the 
handle of his spade by knocking it on a tree trunk. 

“When” in a dead voice, 

“He, Ram! Ages.” He said it as if it was nothing, 

“Oh! So you are widuwed?" | had decided for him. 

“Sol” He laughed anc laughed, “Look at my malin there in 
thee tout!” 

“You are married to the malin?” | was aghast! 

“Hmm!” Anc he walked off, 

oo, that hag | thought of as Mewa Ram's mother was his 
wife! What a cruel world! Back went the stick in the pond. 
More Viglent strokes. | smelt my chemise. Maybe I'll get a whill 
of Gainda’s attar, But no whiff of fragrance. There was, 
however, a slight stink of the gravy [ had spilt on my shirt that 
morning. | felt nauseated. 


4 


Gainda, with a neat pile of clothes wrapped in a towel, was 
moving stealthily towards Ahaivwa's room, My tummy gurgled 
with anxiery so] put my eye toa crack in the door, Gainda was 
seated on the Moor counting the clothes, Shaivya stood aside, 
scratching his head. “Wrong again!” He grasped both her 
hands, Gainda took one look at Bhaivya, frowned and then 
laughed, When he pulled her to him she ducked, face down, 
on the carpet. When he dckled her back she sprang up. Bhaivva 
moved closer and there it was, a ringing slap, right across his 
cheek. 

Lucky, [didn't crash to the ground with shock. Slap Bhaiyya! 
Bhaivya — the terror of our entire household! Gainda slapped 
him. 1 was ready to bolt. He will surely sirangle her... .now... 
tmimediatel. Holding both her hands he pulled her towards 
him — [ helel my breath... but... bun. . what! Confused, 
Airaid, surprised, and somehow injured by all this | ran out 
and stopped only after | reached the kamrakh tree. With my 
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heart pounding, the roar of an engine in my ears, my tongue 
parched. | crouched there for a long time. 

Ajimble od images enoweled my mind — first with my eyes 
closed, then with eves wide open, Sarhing made sense. Why 
cant understand se many small dings? in the blistering heat 
ef the silent afternoon, | toed wr understand. Dog tired... 
tears were welling up Nothing was resolved. T felt as if 1 had 
been beaten ter pulp. 

Later, [saw Gainela swiftly crossing the verancah, | realmedd 
that only she could resolve mv crisis, Gainda always tolel me 
everyting. 

“What happened?” | asked, breathless with worry. 

“Nnthiing.” she said stviv. Lut soon after, we sat down in a 
quiet comer trying to unierstune the day's “strange” events, 

Col! How many things Gaunda cold mel 

“Well... but wht” Dihbowvht, having heard them all. 

Gainda went off to prepare thie starch ane | remained exactly 
where Twas, 7 liad neawliere ter go. 

Piricd te gather litth: Kiumrakhs to string into a necklace. | 
fever! wath thie ideal finishing the water cagial 7 tiv dug up 
the other dav. Thought ef looking underneath the tush, or 
finding out where the partridge tiavcl laid ler eges. [don’t know 
why, but none of these things seemed appealing. All P wanted 
te doa was te clase my eves and dream quietly of a tiny litte 
bricle, anel T... 1! Why is she not ine? Loook at Covimeda. Pat 
What should Pdr Pleard Mewo's footieps, | became albert. A 
Howell. hope, desire. Coven oy dace with oy huuneds [threw 
myselhoom the win. “Oh ne! bibi, Mud, dirt, ap... up!” he 
CCR, Seek Me reste be. 

Tlett as if sceneone was lilting me, but T wouldn't move, 

eermnederie: the Rlorva mv teaek. . be 

“toetupa Twill complain te Alaivwa that vou are cirtving 
von clothes” Ale scolcker) me but stood aside like a iotem pete, 
eirclessiy, paring a bamboo stick, Set the way Bhaives steno, 
scratch hes boeguel 

“Will wou. . JF oor shall T call Bhalwa?" He walked off oo 
Rittle-tale, Can veut imagine my burning anger: 

“Dirty pig! Whethe hell are vou?” | screamed and threw a 
sharps lithe stone at bis bare shimbeomes, 
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“Wait a minute! Now | will see to it that you are soundly 
beaten. Wandering all afternoon in the scorching sun anel 
wallowing inthe clint Amel if vou try te stop ber, . 1 Just wait.” 
He limped away, wincing with pain. 

This Mewa Ram is a piece of wood. Never talks to me with 
the slightest consideration. [| was so burnt up that one by one 
T pulled out all the young jasmine plants he had sown with 
stich care. This is exacth what he deserves, | thought, as |erept 
hack iate the howe, grimy and tearful, 


Whe would shew me any sonpathy? Bhaiva never bothered 
to look nanvilirection, Amma never indulged me. As a resqalt 
Iwas becoming very obstinaie, Boally decicling to recboerd apis 
everthing. When Tay arrivedt, she clectched to take ome hack 
with her. [had Lich taken to wamdenng aimlessly all day ancl 
fighting with evervborly, Twas griel-stoicken at leaving Coninoela, 
but the excitement.al travel mace me forge: everthing. 

In two vears, Gaineda, Shaivwa, Mewa — all had receded inte 
the realm of childhood memories. When | retumoce, 1 was as 
othe whole world had changed. Bhaivea til been sent to 
Delhi and his poom was being used as a guest room. Mews 
Rar hack died of preumonia, he obviously hadn't given up 
his bad habit of playing with mud. Surprising that T cieln't 
faint with surprise and jov when | beard chat Gateda hac had 
ahaby. | was severely repromanded for my expression of 
happiness bin Pooulda‘ understand why, Although [heard 
bits of carversation. “Trier! se: lvarel, bert it was. . 7 7 edieloe't 
hear the reset Sharkhini’s sentence. 

“He was realy to kill and die! What a lot of trouble there 
was,” Biwi said, “Dsent him off to Delhi immediately. After all, 
the boy bas his studies. ,. These low caste wretches! Just lo... 
bovs of noble birth.” Then, despite holding mv breath. | 
couldn't hear a single word mere. 

*Gaineda’s chilel!” [repeated to mysell that night. Brat why? 
bt was so unbelievable. 

“1 Sarkar hal cliscovered i, all hell would have broken loose, 
Isent her packing owt of bere.” [heared Biwi's voice again, 
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I finally understood. Past events ran through my mind like 
amovie, | became desperate to see Gainda's child. 1 began to 
conjure up a litte baby, like the one we had seen on the train 
to Lahore. Tiny litde mite, but so lovely, In our house we 
don't have any small children. Suddenly felt very tenderly 
towards Gamea's, In the darkness I felt small hands gently 
touching my neck and cheeks. [lay very still, Little angel lingers 
should not be inghtened off by my moving around, 

That night I kept dreaming of children. Hundreds of 
children, with different faces, Gainds's, mine, Bhanyya's, even 
the dead Mewa Ram's. Hundreds of frolicking children — bale 
heads, hairy heads, tiny heads, tiny hands. Like grains of sand, 
children spread all over the universe. 

That morning, very quicily, [slipped outside to see Gainda's 
child. In the servant's quarters Gainda was crouching over 
something with ber back to the door. My footsteps startled 
her and she glanced back with fear, hastily covering herself. 
When I went around I saw the tiniest half naked human being 
in her Lap. His mouth was wiche open, 

“How tiny!” Lexclaimed squatting by her side, 

Gaindla had become thin like a stick, She seemed flustered. 
She tumec away ber face, 

“What an adorable child,” | crooned with joy. [ wanted vo 
hold Gaincda and her baby wo my breast. Wonder why, but my 
eves filled with tears. 

“Let me hold..." L extended my hand, She sat quietly, 
wiping her tcars. 

Sou are cooing?” My voice was choked. “Such a beautiful 
fon and you are ering! Give him here.” 

She wiped her face, never touching the baby. | uied to touch 
him, But he was so slippery, ike raw flesh. She wouldn't move. 

“Ganda, please,” | said in the old pleading tone. Gainda 
looked at me carefully. She probably found what she was 
looking for in my eyes. With great expertise, she lifted the 
baby and placed him on my lap. He was light, like a wisp of 
cotton wool, Thin, light, toy. Dsan winks bien con a prece of gunny 
sack spread on the floor, Gainda toll me a hundred theowsane 
“strange” things, How she was beaten up regularly for months: 
fourteen, fiftcen-year old Gainda could not understand mauy 
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things herself, how could she explain them lo me? We stopped 
helplessly with, “What?” “How?” “OhI" 

When Bahu was going to have that coal-black baby who died 
soon after birth, how they fussed over ber. Tons of ghee and 
fur were forced down her throat. When Gainda was carrying 
such a radiant, fair-complexioned son, what happened? 
Nothing. She was beaten wp and left to starve. It's a wonder she 
didn't die in the process, After all this humiliation, lithe Lallu 
was bom. Lallu only hat! wo kurtas. He was halfdtead with cold. 
Cried all night. Bahu cursed him day and night, “Why doesn't 
he die and leave us alone!” Gainda had quietly bed a black 
string around Lallu’s thin ankle to ward off the evil eye. She 
frankly admitted that in the entire world Lallu was the best, 
and me too, and Bhatia! At the mention of Bhaivva her eves lit 
up with the old spark, and she couldn't stop talking about him. 

“Now he doesn't come even during the holidays.” 

“This time he will. Last year be went to Mussoorie,” | said, 
counting Lallu's fingers 

“Will you write to him? Yes, bibi?” she asked. 

*Of course,” | nodded vigorously. 

“Then sav, Lallu always remembers you and sends his 
sau) aasms. ” 

"Okay." In was another matier that Lallu couldn't utter a 
syllable. 

"Also write that he should bring him a red vest like the one 
Basanti’s sen is wearing. And write,” she was looking ahead at 
nothing with sparkling eves, “this time he should core at least 
for a few davs.” As if she was imploring someone. She laughed 
sofuy and kept muttering while | played with Lallu’s hatr. 

“See, Gainda, how he nibbles,” [felt a tickling in my finger. 

“He is hungry.” Gainda blushed. 

"Take him, or he may ery.” 

Gaineda picked up the child with her thin hands and clasped 
him to ber breast. She laughed softly, her face hidden in the 
folds of her sart. 

Iwas looking at Lallu's thin litle mouth with great interest, 
while he drank the milk with lowd sips, breathing noisily, The 
lide mother was handling him with great love but in her own 
untidy manner, 
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Secing her, who would have said that she was the mother of 
six children? Tall, well-proportioned, a ruddy, glowing 
complexion, large liquid eves fringed with thick curved lashes, 
atid lips like Cupid's bow! How closely she resembled the 
paintings of Chughtai. And TP couldn't help thinking. . . 
endowed with such youth, beauty and charm, should she now 
be crowned queen at any beauty contest? A los growing in 
the slush! 

Having completed all her work, she would sit on the floor 
beside my cham andask me questions aboul Delhi ane Bombay. 
She secretly longed to see the two cites. But despite being so 
close to Delhi, she hac never Jound time te visit what she called 
her mother’s house, “Bibi, my mother was from the heart of 
Delhi, You should have heard how beautifully she spoke! Anel 
vou couldn't take your like eves olf her face. People used to 
sav that when Ploolwati spoke it was like being showered with 
flowers. ven cores were sweet they came from her mouth.” 

"Ard your curses?” | teased. 

"Tauba, Bibi. | never curse! And Mother. ., she only cursed 
once ina while and that too when she got really angry. Shall | 
tell you what happened once: You know, Bibi, she... my 
mother... was so brautiful,..a... ature Sau Savitri 

“usa like you?" 

“You tease me, Hihiji, There is no comparison. One day a 
genteman, 2 high caste wealthy, middle-aged one, vou know, 
he grabbed her hand, And... Mother, you know what she 
did? She dumped a basketful of shit.on his head, cursing him 
a thousand times with every breath. And the man... for months 
he could not leave his lowse. Ane! lis wile, she lelt hum ane 
went to her mother’s hiettse.” 

Saving this, she laughed. In her laughter was the unkling of 
a thousand bells. 
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"Now | understand, These looks, this voice, this character, .. 
all from your mother!” 

A mixed note of shyness and pain crept inte her voice. 
"These looks, Bibi, they have become a curse. only gol Hnsel 
made me wely Pwould not have suffered so much, Naw wou 
tell me, Bibi, lama working wornan. | have to po to ten houses. 
Shall | throw the menfolk out of all these hewses? But that 
Jamacdar of yours, Bibi. he is always growling. Half my pay be 
squander on drink. You ask him, Bibl, how shall T feed so 
many maths? Hit what coes he care! Dowbting, doubting all 
the time.” Her eves swain in tears. “Oh, pod” she rushed to 
her feet. “Althe other houses | still have to go to. Thev will all 
cure.” Andina fash she was gone. 

Will their condition ever improve, [ thought to myself? Great 
proponents of egalilarianism huve written about this class. 
Pocms have been recited on the subject. Hut about what? About 
their vouth and beauty, Have they ever written about their 
tragedy? About how they liver [sat deep in thought, while the 
blank pages of my notebook thitterecd in the breeze. 

That very day a meeting was to be held at my louse and im 
the evening there was a public function. We all had io speak 
on the rights of women. the condiion of women, the 
achievements of women, It was the International Year of the 
Woman. Why should the women of cur area allow themselves 
to be lett out? 1 was one wavol petung our names and perliaps 
Gur prctures in Che papers, 

The discussien was at its peak. Someone was saving that 
socielyY weaild have to kneel before women, Another was 
asserting. “Slowly... slowly world power will pass inte the hands 
ofwomen.” A thine said thatthe only way of stopping bloodshed! 
was by giving political power to women, All this while Chachi’s 
older son was passing caustic remarks. “Whe can be more 
cranky than women? [ust wait ane see, thev ll be yanking cach 
other by the hair.” Chachi was nodding in agreement, “Ves. , . 
yes, what de we women know of polities, government ane such 
Uhinges?" | 

Chachaji was sitting in one corner pulfing on his gureling 
hookah, “Hee... Hee... the hens giving ezan! Won't look 
very good, will i?” Toothless laughter followed, “Oh but it's 
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irae — A woman looks good only within the four walls of the 
house.” Then with a sly glance at me, “These warriors of the 
pen, they really scare us!” [was already fuming. His remarks 
were irksome, but [ remained silent. My mind was wandering. 

Woman! Woman! Woman! What the bell de they meant 
Only upper crust, alira-simart, fashion-plates? Or micelle class, 
educated girls who study or teach at schonls and colleges, are 
involved with political ancl social work, and deanane their rights 
from men. (Whether they get them ar oot is another matter. ) 
Isitenough that women should get the right to vete? Tha few 
WOMEN are given positions a power, can we held up our heads 
and sav that our women have pot thei oghts? Whe are we 
raising our voces for? For the village ancl smalltiirnwn women 
Whe have still not been touched by literacy, are unaware of 
their own rights? In this International Vear of the Woman, are 
we working only for the woman farmer snd labourers Deres 
this woman count? What are we doing for her? What can she 
do for herself Scattered, entangled thoughts were ringing in 
my ears. They alwavs lial, 

"Why are you se quiete” a friend intervenecL 

“A plot in the making!” another ceased 

"A writer in our midst! None of us will be spared.” 

Suchdenly Chae hi's lowed voice resoundec, “Oh god! we have 
another calastraphe on our hands, Balu! [is one o'clock and 
Phoolrani hava wired up ye.” 

Irwas one o'clock! There was the evening function to attend 
to and all the preparations. Everyone dispersed. Only | was 
left worving about Phoelrant Why hadn't she come todays 

Her head was bent, [loedstains an her seileel cotlen sari 
had cried woa dull brown, Her face was swollen, eves red ane 
herdip slightly bruisecl. My heart sank. What had happened to 
Phoolrani? 

Chachi started giving her hell, Without a word she carried 
on sweeping. She would not look up atme, but | followed her 
from recom to roc, 

“What is it, Phoolrani? Are you alnghe'™ 

She let the broom drop from her hand and plonked herself 
on the floor. The pride and banter which were so much a part 
of her personality were missing today (1 mean the wore 
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‘personality’ because I don't consider it an attribute of the 
upper class only). She looked at me, her eyes swimening with 
tears. A trampled, clowntroadiden, pitiable creature, this thicl mat 
look like mv froenel Plvesolrag, 

“The children are not wl?" That's all P could chink of. 

“Bibi.” she was weeping inconsolably, “The boy has been 
burning with fever for the last four days. You know that we 
had him alter offering many pravers and other tokens. 
Whenever a daughter was born, the father went berserk. ‘I 

want ason,” he weule say, “ancl vou alwavs spawn females.’ As 
if that tev was reey Plt.” 

She stopped and | started thinking, this attinde is not 
peculiar to this class. The highly eclucated also talk the same 
Pcrhisc fac, 

“Two vears ago Bibi, god gave me this skinny mite. His llness 
makes me go crazy. He was down with a hich fever. | had 
worked all day, All nighe [sat with him. He brought the house 
down with his crying.” 

“Bu these blooddstains?” Had her husband beaten her? 

“What is new abouc this, Bibie He bea me ever day.” 

Between sobs she started welling me ber whole story. 

“Beats me toa pulp each dav. Earns nothing. Just sits and 
cats. Came to him as a bode of fourteen, Sixveen, seventeen 
years have passed. A bride of seven davs, and | was holding 
this broom and mop... and te this dav, Lam holding i. Gave 
birth to seven daughters, two died. Now this bev. But oot a 
moment cid lever get oo myself, Before the fortieth clay of the 
births, [ was back at work. These five Joards on my chest, Who 
is going to take care of them?" She was trying to avoid the 
question. 

“Hut what happened today?” The nothless search for truth 
was Worle rway. 

“What happened... He haves everything | de. Eating, 
drinking dressing up, it is all poison to him. Why were you 
standing there: Why elie you talk wo him? Why dic vou stand 
in the shop, laughing? Just ask him if he does nething, whe 
will go out and work? Bibi, in aur caste this battering, this 
brutality, has mace so many brides take poison or nin away 
with someone ele, You tell me, Bibi, what shall | do? The 
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drunken lout loses his head every clay, One room, twer erown 
wink and the sick how, Whit can Tsay, Bibi, bam se ashamed, 
But he — the wretch. he has ne shame, Every day it is the 
same fight TET refuse, he calls me shit Last nighten this mater 
he beat ime se qnich. 2. see." 

She lifted her sac, There were several open wounds on the 
fait skin of her legs. 

“When the children began crving he started beating them 
too, Neighbours gathered around and some started blaming 
him. The wretch then said, “She is my woman. | will beat her 
or leave leer, whe are vou te interfere= When a woman is a 
Whore she will be kickect.’ Kitt, may he die this moment. May 
he never see the face of the next sunrise. He cares to blame 
me! Pe... the world’s nomber one seounelre|! Pilot, af | wernt 
losin. ret one but twenty nen in this basti will shower me 
with gale, But Tam the daughter of a mether whe emptied a 
basket of shit ona lecher.” 

Pride togk over, anc she liftedl ber head. Her face was 
Set fiesecl with rhenity, alihieouels het eves were drowned) in tears 
and het stomach had been empiy for the Last two cays! 

Later, with great affection, Chachi was feeding her tea with 
rot. 

was sitting quietly, Stunned, 

Will Pbe able to speak atthe meeting this evening? 

Phoalwati, Phoolrani, Ramdai, Basanti, Lajwanti — 
themisands of women like them have been serving us for 
Bene rues In a free: anel ithdleportiche tt Pree dqet they comlinuc 
tooseme os and cary our night sail. And what have we clone? 
Have they any constitutional righiss Althotpgh they cast their 
votes with greal pride — but in this sacien? What have they 
rote of this ‘man’s world > What have our customs and 
traditieans given them: Debascment, despa, toil: 

And the drinken low who eats the rou she brings home 
and crowls at ber when le is satisfied? Calls ber a whore while 
lee feimself is the vlest of curs? 

Ts this callecl “equality: What have we done for the women 
of thas land? 

Will someone answer my question! 
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The sound of the band could be heard from a distance. The 
baraat was almost atthe cloorstep. The thirteen-year-ole bride 
was cmang her eves out in a backoom., Donne were bursting 
their vocal chores singing bridal songs. The clattering of the 
paan boxes and tinkling of ankle bells were grating the cars, 

Suddenly everthing stopped and a cillerent moise was 
heard, People were cleciniied, The groom's horse hadl bucked 
ata pothole, thoowing the nincteen-year-old nder and breaking 
his spine. A few minutes had transformed the brickal songs 
into wails and screams. Evervone spoke at once — all except 
one whe remamed totally speechiess. She could mot decide 
whether she was awake or cleearming. This was the thirteen: 
year-old bride whom [met some sixty years later, as one who 

ras called langn Murmnani, lame aunt, 

Alter the event many people, inclucing ber parents, 
suggested that she get married. Without a doubt, she was sll 
unmarried, even the nikah had not been performed. Bur she 
said ne. and once she had said that it could never be converted 
bo Ves. 

Thave no knowledge of her youth, but in ber old age she 
was breathtaking! Gomplexion like sandalwood, i she ave more 
than one paan, the veins of her neck were Mushed with its 
redness, Her petite form was always clothed in churidarkurta, 
and a thick muslin cupatta which was invariably white, 

I was five or six vears ole, We had reached Nana’s house 
and the luggage was being unloaded, when an old lacy with a 
walking stick came in through the back door. She was wrapped 
ina large markeen shawl with a cluster of keys dangling from 
her drawsuing. In her hand was a black juzacaan containing 
books of natulias acd marsias. 

Amma salaamed her respecthully and was warmly embraced. 
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We children were then presented to her one by one. She 
hugged each one of us ane, when my tum came, she said to 
Amma, “Your daughter is preity. May god give you a deputy 
collector as a son-in-law.” [ toed to act shy, but TD remember 
enjoving the feel of her fingers on my cheek. The large 
turquoise ring on the lie finger of her right hand, set in 
silver, lel cool and good. “Come to my house,” she said, “I 
will make you a doll.” 

The next day, lured by the promised doll, 1 reached her 
house early. Across from the guava grove, adjacent to the 
Imambara was her two-room house frome by a courtyard. In 
the garden beyond there were beels of mint, coriander, 
mustard, onion and garlic. On a stout little tree hung a swing, 
is hemp frayed in several places. There was a bird-house for 
the pigeons and a water-hasin for the chickens. The genat was 
tied toa tree, and Mian Mitthu’s cage saton the very last step. 
Green chillies were being pecked at and strewn bv the parrot, 
With Intermittent cries of “Langri Mumani, rou for Mithu 
beta”, “Roti for Mitthu ber”, 

A large divan was placed against the wall, Atone end, neatly 
Wrapped, lay the prayer-mat, The Quran covered in an ornate 
SLIT UFSUCL eA wos Haran co nail, Mumiuuni was teaching 
Alif, be, pelo fouror five girls. She simile. “You are Rakkhan's 
daughter? Don'tstancd gaping atthe door, Gome in.” Lentered 
With great hesitation, "Cae play on the swings. | will make vour 
loll as seeercy as 1 finish thvis lesson.” : 
me he rope is frayed, Mumani,” | «aie looking at the wfts of 


“Tt won't break, it's a sturdy swing” 


Psat, and Mumani spelt out the words, “Alif Zabar Aa Be 
éahar Baa... You have no problem moving these jaws to cat, 


y" a +, = ih . 
ae an Limnove them to read! Reazd prem Zaber faa Jeem Zaher 
éf, ‘ + fe 


A stall hane-fan swung with her wrist, [twas bordered witl 
black piping dna bright green leak edged with tinse} ae 
embroidered in the centre. SoTeTIMeS its lunction of fanrili 
would be diverted to lanel a thwack on a stuclent’s | ck fi 
Ue banned ler, siiaiiiianeamriness 


The girls gathered up their bags. Mumani stopped one of 
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them, “Wait... vou... Ammar’s daughter... .” She limped 
inside ancl byenieeht outa small portion of jagger’. She wi Appel 
hina picee of paper.” Tell your mother wo return my poupeer, 
And listen, has the bows fever gone down?" 

“Sint vet * | starecl at the girls clerty lithe silver nose-rinp. 

“Then take the koarha before the milehrib prayers, 
Otherwise [will get bay with the Quran peeciation.” 

The girl dedi, Miutnani stepped to talk te the parrot, then 
tured boome. “Sit here,” 

[sation the divan, And Mumani with a jangle of kevs anda 
clanking of atin trunk brought owt a small plate and a bundle 
af cloih. On the plate were same sweets made from besan. 
From the bundle craerged bits and pieces of cloth which were 
scattered over the divan. Aflumani sat crosslepeed, sclecting 
Cloth fer the dell, “Your fulher eats off china plates. Se | took 
out tis saucer which Vigqar brought from Delhi — specially 
for vou! You want the coll this size?" She ineicated the heiphe 
with her fingers. | said ves, She said, “Va Mushkihusha” ane 
began shaping a call, 

She used ta sew for the entire village. This was her liveli- 
heed, Dunne Ramadan, however, she sewed only for wichows 
and arphans anc never demanded wages, All her garments 
were hand-sewn. All her life she never bought thread — peaple 
collected thread from whatever matenal they cul, ane saved it 
for her. She wosted the threads into what became the toughest 
spool, tougher than any reelof thread meney could buv! Thase 
were her sewing threads, One could coun: the diflerent 
matenals which people wore inthe village trom the threads in 
the gannents Miura lack site hed 

Dlarngerl for ber te give nov boll a hit of shining green 
material, “lease, Murai. may [2° DP teegeerd, “Dhoni e rinrngrnaagee: 
through these pieces.” she scolchecl, “these are for pouches, 
There is a wedding in Allah Diva's house. These will be useful, 
You will just ruin them.” [was annoyed, She refused te pert 
with her precious pieces and here was my doll, clothed in 
garment sewn with seventy patches! But toclay, .. Pp rmclerstarrel! 
When she presented the puzadaan, pouches, and needle bags, 
how much erativde she would have got in return. What a 
bonus in her barren life! 
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Her lameness is another story. She was twenty of twenty 
one when it happened. lt was the month of Moharrum. Her 
recitation of marsia and nauha was excellent. People begged 
her to recite at their majlises. Once on her way to a majlis her 
palki hadi to pass through a deserted area, A young man from 
the village was her faithful admirer, However, when he found 
that no amount of persuasion would make her relent and agree 
to mary him he began to pursuc her, That day, along with 
four friends, he accosted ler palki in the mange grave. Laihis 
were brandished between the palki-bearers agiel the villager 
toughs. During the skirmish one of them lifted tits lathi and 
struck a bearer with all his might Sudecenly Mumani (flashed 
out of the palki and allowed the Lathi to land on her leg. The 
force of the blow shattered her bone. She passed out When 
people rushed to the scene the miscreants ran away. The next 
day the young man’s compse was found near the back wall of 
the Imambara. Poison. He had burnt both his hanes, wrapped 
them in cloth and Jeft a nete for Mumani. With folded hands 
he asked her pardon and begged her mot to confront him on 
judgement cay. 
 Mumani never spake about him, [ever the topic came up 
during conversation she said with a sigh, “He its in a better 
place, May god forgive him, [will never confront him on the 
day of judgement.” In those davs, who could have mended a 
broken bone ia the back of bevoncd? Mumant became lame 
for life. Wut after this ewent no one cared to look at her. 

Langn Mumani had a standing argument with the paul ki 
bearers. She never walked anvehere, no matter how short the 
distance. As she entered) the howse the bearers shouted, 
“Mumani, send two paisas. We have been carrying you for 20 
years.” That really roused her temper. “Whi? Why two prvisas? 
For bringing me here just from the neem majlis? Carrying me 
for wenty years, indeed! | haven't become twenty tons in twenty 
wears!” 

People enjoyed these altercations. 

Mumani fared up whenever anyone dared to touch her 
goat. That geoat was a virtual bull. She sauntered in wherever 
she darmin well pleased, People muttered, “Darned goat! Langa 
Wim iS wen rie a nacl! Drop dead, this she has rakecl up 
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the coriander patch. Run, Bhaiywa Chaddan. Chase her out!" 
Even as someone man to shoo her off, half the vepetable patch 
was gone. But no one had the guts to pick up a stick. Evervone 
was indebted to Mumani. Her favours were too many. If 
smncone even touched the goat with a stick, she ran bleating 
to the bittle house. Miurnani imunecdiately slapped washing the 
lentils or hemming a chadar and consoled the offended beast, 
"Who beat my girl? God's curse on those who beat an innocent. 
Wh cle view foto those mean households: Why don't vou sit 
at home? Will you eat? There... there, my girl!” Muttering 
she went to the store and brought outa plateful of grain for 
the goat, Nibbling at the grain the goat shook her heal as if 
she unelerstuced, 

One incident is etehed on my heart. Among my 
grandfather's labourers was a community of fagirs. A girl from 
that basti was once seen with a farmer. The girl was attractive 
and several villagers, including the village bully, Sharfu 
Pehalwan, used to hang about her, The entire village was in 
awe of him, but the girl was strangely cold and never 
encouraged Sharlu. She continued meeting her lover in 
private. The farmer. in the usual manner of this class, went to 
seck his fortune in Calcutta, having promiserl the girl that he 
would return to marry her. Bot neither knew she was pregnant. 
She was left with the promise of an early rectum, Within a short 
while the girl's condition became evident, and what a storm it 
creatcd! 

That morning the case was presented at our house, being 
the house of the samindar, The word going around was, if mot 
her nose. then certainly ber brated would be cut off and she 
would he banished from the community. Shartu was the leader 
af this faction. Men outside, ladies at the windows! Each voice 
was louder than the other. 

Only one individual was silent. Her silence had a strange 
effect on me. [ tried to slip over to her side, hoping ne one 
would notice a litte girl chewing sugarcane. But Amma yelled, 
“Geton the other side! [ quickly hid behind the water pots. 

Suddenly the palki-bearers called owt, “Give a hand, help 
the passenger alight.” 

Lang Mumani descended, wrapped in her thick casement 
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shawl. The men moved back as she came in the front door. 
She glanced once atthe trembling girl who hacl turned pale 
with fear. “Godl's curse, .. you crazy girl... now reap!” she was 
heard muttering under her breath, 

Then she satatthe footof my grandmother's bed, placed 
her cane hy her side, and started a light-hearted conversation 
with the girl as if nething was amiss! [i Pathani, our aunt's 
cook (whe was currently engaged in finding a third hushand, 
having host one aed divorced the olher), came forward to relate 
the incidlentin detail, Langr Mumanicutshort her enthusiastic 
prattle, saying, “T know... [1 know." 

The sound of Sharfa's voice became audible. “hajjan!” 
Murniani turned tomy aunt. “This is Sharfu’s voice, What brings 
him here?" 

“lt is Sharfu,” my aunt affirmed, and with due respect 
repeated the proposal he had made to slice off the girl's braids, 
all the while nodding her own approval of this scheme, 

Mumani heard all this. She withelrew a pouch from her 
pocket, placed some betel wut did tobacco on her palm, 
rubbed it with her forefinger, popped it inte her mouth and 
nexlded her bead, “Humph.” Meticulously she replaced her 
pouch, reached for her walking stick, and started moving 
towards the main entrance, 

Hidden behind the water pots, | gazed at ber. Everyone 
more ov bess did the same. With every step she took one could 
see (he girl's face lose colour. Mumuni stood by the door. The 
powerlul tenor of her voice boomed, “Sharir 

Shartu, standing outside, bold ancl broalchested, spoke 
with arrogance, “Speak. Whit is your ender” 

Mumani cleared her throat, “All right, Sharla, Seeing that 
death is inevitable for all of us and the only possession we will 
carry with ws is Gaith, just ask voursell, hy wour Gath, why have 
you become this paror wa etch s ene Hecnuse she clic pot 
give at dhumin for vour T kaw evervilhing, acd if] un lying, 
then sav so in front ot all these people. [ enireat you in the 
name of Hazrat Abbas Alanular — don't bet mv grey hair curb 
your tongue. Aim LE lyange” 

Pindliop silence. All tongues lied suddenly become still, 
Mumani lookeel at each individual, So one spoke, Everyone 
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knew, but no one wanted to interfere. Mumani turned hack 
towards the courtyard, hurling her last words at Shartu. “Look 
sqpuagely at voursell, Stiartu. This wreteh at least fell im love. 
But vou... what can T call you? A spoon chumed im every 
dish? Damn vou, dont vou ever stout around again, Run, scum, 
and fewch my palki.” Not once did Sharfu raise his eves. Quietly, 
he slunk away. 

It was as iin a game of chess the knight had been rowed. 
The entire game, pawirs and all, were knocked out. Murmani 
Lured te the girl, “Come with me, vou accursed wretch.” She 
now moved towards the dear followed ty the girl, Hanging 
over her tantered) kurta, through which her Guirskinned back 
was just Visible, was a thick braid — safe, beautiful, and in one 
piece! Both satin Mumani's palki ane disappeared, 

Her daughter was born at Langri Mumani’s house. The 
entire neighbourhoom! care forward, bearing gilts, No one 
dared boveouan event al Mumani’s howe, Alter afew months 
the gicl’s lover returned from Calcutta, A proper nikah was 
performed, and Mumani sent sweet dates to everyone, 
including our family, although at that Gime we were five 
hundred miles away froin our ancestral village. 

When Mumani diecl [vais seventeen or enchteen. Fora long 
time P kept thinking of the void her absence would create im 
the village, The entire community bad losta friend, a helper— 
yes, a rare human being. 
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Born in Aligarh in 1927 to Sajjad Hyder Valdaram and Nazar 
Sajjad Heder, both writers of high repute. She obtained her 
Master's im English literature from Lucknow University and 
trained in both Hindustani and western classical music, Her 
first story was published in Mice! in 1038. Sttaren se Aggey. her 
first short stary collection, was publisticd in O47, as was her 
first novel, Were bia Senaektivew. That very vear she migrated 
to Pakistan with her mother. In 145] she went to England 
where she worked with the BEM and The Dany Telegraph. She 
returned te India and reclaimed her citizenship after her 
classic nowel. Agg do Darya (1959) was banned in Pakistan, 
Living in Bombay, she worker! for finprnt anc The Mhestreted 
Weekly of freien 

Qunrmatulain Hyder has been the recipient of many coveted 
literary awards—the Salitea Akatlemi award for her collection 
Of stories, Jatjhear ki Ameas. the Padma Shri, the Sovetland 
Award, Iqhal Samiman, and the 25th Joanpith Award (1/01), 
Shc has written in all frose penres, including the 
aulobiographical, Aagrefohan Dara: Met in two volumes, ane 
BCU engaged im writing the third. She is equally 
proficient in Urdu and English ancl has recently tratslated 
her own towel, addrre Aden he Ffenisafer a Fyeeffies ari the Mist, 
She discowercal and has translated mio English the first Ineian 
novel, Piasan Shah's Musa hby, weiter in 17OR, under the 
lille, Ths Nawtel Gel, She lives in Delhi. 
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The bathroom was like the Forty Thieves’ Cave: dark, damp, 
cool and full of massive gleaming things: hamams, engraved 
wash-hasins, tall brass jugs with slender spouts. The clothes- 
horses looked like mysterious brigands, Regul hard to make 
her way through all chs belore she could get io the winelow, 
she had scraped a litle paint off one of the pares so that she 
could peep out at her rakish, handsome fiance Mitting in and 
oul of the outer courtyard. 

The window overlooked the adjoining house. [ts walled 
front garden was lined with jasmine and pomegranates and 
had a fountain in the middle. That was the domain of Aziz 
Khan, the cousin to whom Shamshad Begum had been 
engaged. Once in a while, Aziz Khan sauntered down to the 
main entrance of the zenana and shouted—in a special tone 
ol voice meant ouly for her: “[ sav, will someone send us more 
tea and hot pakoras.” That was enough, Shamshad ran hotioot 
to the kitchen across the spacious zenana courtyard, Aziz Khan 
returned to his cronies anc his pigeons and his paper kines. 
He was an only som ancl had been thoroughly pampered by 
his parents. Al Sharestiac! acereel ham, 

Thev led a peacetial life in Shahjalanpur. Their ancestors, 
like the other Rohilla Pathans, hael come, many centuries ao, 
from Afghanistan. The entire region in western United 
Provinces was called Rohilkhand after them. 

Shamshad Begum lived in a traditional joint family, Beth 
her filher and his cousin were landowners. The Pathans tf 
Rohilkhand were proud of their Afghan ancestry. They hac 
retained their pink-and-white complexions, robustness and 
good looks. Shamshad Berum was also tall and pretty. She 
lived in strict purcdab, had never been to school ane had been 
raughe Urdu, Arabic and Persian at home, She, too, was an 


only child. 
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The date of marriage had been fixed, when disaster struck. 
Cholera broke out in Shahjahanpur. Within a few davs, both 
her parents were dead. Shamshad was stunned. She was 
consoled by her future parents-in-law. The wedding was 
petponed. Afiera while she resumed peeping out of the green 
window, 
© One night Aziz’s father had a heart attack. He died in a few 
hours. Shamshad began to belicve that she was an abhagin, a 
bringer of misfortune. After some cdiavs, Aziz told bos mother 
that he needed to attend to some court cases in Allahabad. 
Thev were affluent landowners, forever involved in litigation 
which had been a favourite pastime of both her father and 
her uncle. 

Aziz went away to Allahabad. In the autumn afternoons the 
wind rustled in the empty, walled garden. Suddenly, everybody 
hac vanished: Father, Uncle, Aziz. Avear went by ane Aziz elie 
not come back, Shamshad took to hiding in the dark bathroom 
where she buried her face in soft muslin dupattas, stacked on 
a clothes-horse, and cred, 

It was uncanny: the aunt followed her husband — she died 
of pneumonia. But Shamshad knew that, more than 
pocumonia, she died of a broken heart, 

After her father’s death, Shamshad Begum had become heir 
to a vas fortune, with Aziz as ler legal guareian, Where was 
be? Lacknew... Calcutta... Mussoorie, .. Nainital? Rumours 
hal it that he was busy squandenng the money that had come 
to him after his father’s death. 

Shwmnshad Berim was aminor. In the absence of Agiz, her 
other cclitives cheated her owt of most of her inheritance. 
The vears went by with amazing speed. She was thirw — and 
still wanting for Avia Khan. She hod been an atrogant young 
gin, Age and misfortune had mellowed her, but she remained 
inordinately proud of her family. As a noble Rohilla maiden 
she would remain tue to the pledge her Abba had given to 
his cousin. She was the only remaining custodian of family 
tucstvenaar 

Shamshaed’s hair wened grey. She fortified herself in the 
Hanson and stopped meeting people. Every Friday she went 
to the men’s quarters and had the place swept, die rooms aired 
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afticl the Vicetonan furniture dusted. She tended the trees ane 
Nowering shrubs in the courtyard and cleaned the fountain 
clogged with yellow leaves. He might tim up any time — you 
Hever krvcw. 

In the heavy silence of long summer afternoons, she lay on 
a divan in the arched verandah, dozing or suaring at the 
tamarind tee which towered above the zenana courtvard, 
Salamat, the old cook, sat on a cot under the wee, chewing 
tobacco. Often, she muttered to herself: “The Good Lord 
Laghs only twice: once when He bestows honours on someone 
whom another wants to unde: and a second time when He 
thecieles to destroy someone irying to improve his lot” 

“Stop it, Salamat Tua,” Shamshad Begum would say. But 
the old weman was deal and cussed and continued to muiter 
Tuer carmuirecous Evoresbaeochierge, 

Tt was a cold ancl misty winter morning, Shamshad Begum 
had just finished her bath when Salamat's idiot daughter 
knocked on the lew, 

“Apa... Apa... Come out... Hurry up, ..” she shouted, 
jumping up and down. 

“What is it, idiot?” Shamshad Begum asked from inside as 
she wrapped a towel round her lair. 

“Apa... For Gorl’s sake... The Master has come. He wants 
you to send him tea and hot pakeras.” 

Shamshad Begum couldn't quite beliewe her ears. In the 
semi-carkness of the bathroom, she (rantically groped her way 
to the windew, stor! on Lipstone: an peepee aut. The Cemireysineds 
had came to life. Servants busted around, Suitcases and 
holdalls were being carried in. Somebody hageled wath the 
driver of the horse-carniage outside the entrance, And then 
her eves fell on a woman, A dark, soueelacedd slut in a rec 
georgette sari. The nexe moment he came in, . . more 
handsome than ever. He went up to the woman and sarc 
saanething, They laughed... . 

AL Baba’s cave turned into a deep dark well inte which 
Shamshad Begun fell headlong, feeling dizzy anc sullocated, 
a4 if she were in a nightnare. She swayed ane fell and passecl 
COLL TEL a SWEHOTT. 

Late in the evening, Aziz brought his wife inside. A litle 
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scl-cansciously, he came near the main door, cleared his throat 
and saicl, “Tsay, Chhammi, come here, Meet your new relative.” 

Shamshad Begum stood in the inner varandah, she 
trembled, felu dizzy again ane shot hack into the bathroom. 
She bolted the coor fram insiee. [In the verandal the couple 
stow about awkwardly for a few minutes, then went back to 
their besser, 

Shamshadl Bepum had come to know about the woman. 
Shie was shocked — not so much because Aziz had betrayed 
her and married someone else but because he hael married a 
whore and brought ciserace to the Lumily honeur, 

Aviz’s wife tried couneet her again. (Formerly she was known 
as “Miss Kallo Dai of Lucknow, Gramophone & Radio Singer.) 
She desperately wanted to be accepted as the daughter-in-law 
of the Gimily. Mit Shamshacd Begum had ordered the doorman, 
Dhamma Khan: “1 you are a real Pathan, break the legs of 
anyone — man or woman — whe cares to enter my house!" 

She began to wear white like a widow ancl let her relatives 
cheat ber owt of her remaining property, Aviz sensed the 
situation, Fle was stricken with guilt. He resolved te filet court 
cascs.on her behalf anil sent hera large sum of money through 
an wit. Shounshad Berum was liad. She strode down to tbe 
Patchouse, from where her voice could be heared in the men's 
quarters, tncl declaumed: “Dhamma Khan, let it be known what 
I, claughiet Re er Khan and niece of Shabbu Khan, would 
prefer to sare ralher than accep. any money touched by the 
Inmates of brothels...” She had to sell ber jewellery in order 
to nin the large hewse and support hordes of retainers and 
good-fornothing relatives, When the ornament were gone, 
she opened a litte school for the girls of the neighbourhood 
and took in sewing. The hangers-on left her, Only the two old 
faithfuls remained: Dhammu Khan and Salamat Bua. 

Shiarrestyard Be priamn felloll. The fever rese ancl she hecame 
dclinous. Salamat panicked, sent for Aviz and called the family 
doctor. Husband ane wile sat by her bedside and nursed her. 
When she opened her eves, she saw the couple hovering ower 
her again. She gave Kallo Baia withering look and closed her 
eves. hallo was terrified of her hustaned's Birange ariel imperious 
cousin. Quieily she slipped back to her house, 
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Shamshad Begum recovered, 

It was the summer of L947, There were Hindu-Muslim riots 
and talk of abolishing the zaminedari system. Aziz who had 
already ruin through mostol his inheritance, wet te Delhi te 
sec alawyer. There, one davin September, he was killed in aria, 

The dav the news came of his cheath Shamsharl Begum wis 
fast asleep an her ouwoman in the verandah. It was late 
tiermoon, hallo came mining to the patchouse and hanged 
on the closed door, “A termble thing has happened! We are 
ruined! 

Shamshid Begum woke up with a start. The courtyard was 
desolate as ever. The leaves of the tamarined rostled in the 
breeze, The scream pierced through her sleepy haze and hit 
her again. She got opand looked around, hallo was pounding 
the door with her fists. Shamshiel Begum teok the key off a 
heok in the wall aod ambled down to the entrance. Grumbling 
to herself, she opened the deo, 

There steod Kalla. her long hair spread over her shoulders, 
She looked temble, like a black witeh. Eber face was contorted, 
she had injured her wrists tring to break her glass bangles 
against the door, For afew seconds she stared ather husband's 
haughty cousin, Then she lurched forward ane tried to 
embrace her. Shamshad Bemum stepped back. hallo broke inte 
a long and loud wail: “Apa, .. have lost my kingcom. . . sy 
crown has fallen into the dust... 0 have become a wicow. . . 
He is dleacl!” 

Shamshad Begum was still drugged with sleep, She rubbed 
her eves and looked at the frenzied woman. Slowly, the truth 
dawned on her. Then she sat down on the threshold and 
covered her face with her white muslin dupatta. Her sobs 
mingled with Kalle’s liawerical jabbenng, 

“Apa! ] have become a widow. !" Rallo screamed again. 

Shamshad Begum wiped ber tears and pulled hersell 
together. She stood up, erect and imperious as ever. She said 
firmly, “Wretch! You have become a widow today, | have always 
been a widow, Go away’ Go back to where you belong!” 

She slammed the door, bolted it from the inside ate 
returned to her cdivan. 

Alter afew days, Kallo disappeared — along with Aziz’s cosy 
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belongings. Through the bathroom window Shamshad Begum 
watched the woman pack up and leave with carthoads of 
expensive stuff: carpeds and paintings and silver and crockery. 
Shamahad Remun did net feel anything. She merely watched, 
gionyeeved, another scene of thie peed mae slew... . 

The Government Custodian put a seal on the adjoining 
house. Shamshad Begum was uwoable to prove that Aviz Khan 
had been killect in the riots and had not migrated te Pakistan. 
The house was declared evacuee property. Shamshad Begum 
could mot care less, 

After a few weeks, a Sikh refugee doctor from Lahore and 
his fumily took wp residence in Aziz's house, The Sardarni 
became friendly with Shamshad Begum, Dhammu Khan cied 
after a long illness. Salamat had become a coipple. Most af 
Shamshad Begunm’s relatives and servants left for Pakistan. 

The refugee doctor's daughter was married twoa minor 
official in New Delhi, When the givl came to Shahjahanpur to 
visit her parents, she met Shamshiacd Begum, The girl tole her 
parcots that her hushanel’s Muslim boss was looking lor a needy 
lady thorn a gece! fFarruly te teach Urelo to bos children. The 
doctor's wife persuaded Shamshad Bewum vo accept the 
posiven, “Bhenp, bow long can you live like this, all by yoursell, 
with ne income? Swallow your pride. There is mo harm in 
working for one’s living.” 

shimshiad Begum agreed, [t suddenly occurred to ber that 
When she grew old and died, there should be someone by her 
bedside. to read the Quran ane perform he Last rites, 

Shamshad Begum packed upalew clothes, put on her burga 
and stepped out of the threshold of her forefathers” haveli 
Which had now been reduced toa magnificent ruin, Zamindar 
Jumma Khan's daughter had become a eeniecel, impoverished 
teacher going out inte a strange, unknown were 

Shatnshad Begum spent twelve long vears in New Delhi with 
the Sabihucelins, They were good wo her and wearer her as 
one of the family. But them children grew up and Mr 
Sabihuddin retired and decided to go hack ww his home town, 
They passed Shamshad Begum on to the Rashid Alis, with 
whom she spent five years asa howsekeeper. The Rashid Alis 
also treated her well and called ber “Aunt Shamshad”, 
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Then, Mr Rashid Ali was transferred to the Indian Embassy 
in Washington and did not know what voode with the Aunt 
Was she to be left alone once again? 

One div Mis Rashid Ali went to Roshanarca Club to attend a 
farewell lunch, alier which she planned to visit some relatives 
in Old Delhi, 

Shamshad Begum arnved at the Club and waited on the 
awn, She alwavs wore a white san ane looked like an upper 
class nanny. As she walker) up and down, waning lor her 
mivtvess, she saw a stviisti hedly staring at her from uiler a 
garden umbrella, She was plaving cards with some equally 
stvlish mien. She was very beautiful ancl soplusticand—like 
women vou see in fashion magavines. Shamshad Begum hal 
lived for seventeen years in New Delhi and had got vaccusiomed 
to secing modern, affluent women. She noticed the lady 
looking al her again. Soon, a bearer came up to her and said 
that the Memsahib wanted to speak to her. 

Shamshad Begum went over to the bridge table. The lady 
stailect and saicl that she was looking fora respectable but needy 
worn whe could stay with her in Bombay as a sort ol howse- 
keeper, She had too many servants and really there was no 
work toda. She just wanted a motherly ald woman around. 
Did she kKnaw of anyheedy? 

Shanmshiad Begum whispered ber thanks to the mere ified Creel 
whe closed one doce but always opened another. She told the 
lady that she was about to be relrevedl of her present job ane 
would she please speak to her mistress, 

Mrs Rashid Ali came out, The lady introduced herself as 
Razia Bane from Bombay and asked her about Shamshad 
Begum. Razia Bano was thing to Bombay the next morning 
— Shamshad Begum could follow by train whenever 1 was 
convenient. 

Mrs Rashid Ali looked relieved. but she asked Shamshiad 
Begum anxiously, “Auntie, can you travel all alone te Bombay?” 

Shamshad Begum nodded. There was no longer any need 
to say ne to anvihing. She did not even negotiate her salary, 
She had settled on forty rupees for herself with food ane ciel 
not need mare. She did not mind wearing cast-offs — long 
ago she had realised that fancy clothes, ornamenis, property, 
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money, relationships, love and affection were all meaningless, 
shadowy and transitory. Only Allah's Name is eternal, 
everlasting. 

From her huge bag, Ravia Bane fished out one hundred 
and filty mipecs, along with her ackdress. “Your fare to Bombay 
and ovher expenses,” she said casually. Mrs Rashid Ali was 
amazed. Shamshad Begum remained nonchalant. She knew 
iat Bombay was ihe city of tycoons. Life had ceasecl to surprise 
her Se 

But at Bombay Central, Shamshad Begum got a little 
unnerved. The crowds scared her. She came out, clutching at 
her litte casket of betel-leaves and got into a taxi. 

The taxi stepped ata gleaming block of flac on Warden 
Road. Shamshad Begum stepped out, A Gurkha watchman sat 
stoically om his stool, She went into the fover and was balfled 
by the automate lift. “Son,” she called out timidly, “how does 
this thing, work?" A liftman materialised and took her up to 
the cleventh Noor. He camied her luggage up to a double- 
leaved door and left. She rang the bell, An eve peered out 
from inside. Then the door opened, Another Gurkha came 
gut amd eweel ter with suspicion. She became nervous again. 
She reminded herself that she was a brave Pathan, With great 
dignity she said, “Please, tell the Begum Saheha that Shamshad 
Begum has arrived from Delhi.” 

“T know, come in,” he said curthy and opened the door. He 
picked up her hte trunk and bedroll, She followed him, still 
chitching at her paandan and fan. Thev crossed a large 
drawing-room which had a bar atone end and a lithe cinema 
screen on the wall, Then thev entered a gallery which had 
Closed doors on either side. The Gurkha led her to a small, 
hare servant's root andl chumped the luggage on the floor, 

“Is the Begum Saheba in?” Shamshad Begum asked politely, 

“Yes. Sleeping.” 

“And Sahehe"  - 

The Gurkha did not answer and strode away, 

The room was bare and stuffy. There was a small wooden 
bed with no mattress. “Tt will give me a backache,’ she thought 
simply, anc opened the window, 

She was confronted by a shimmering, blue-green sea, She 


Scanned with CamScanner 


Flonour 745 


had never seen the sea before. [t fascinated her. Then, 
suddenly, Wo occurred to ber that Mecca and Medina were 
somewhere there across these shining waters, “God, in His 
great goodness and mercy, has brought me all the way to 
Bombay. Some day soon he will take me on the Haj pilgrimage 
as well.” The thought browght tears to her eyes. She moved 
away Crom the window. 

The Hat was cenly quiet. She decided that the Saheb must 
bean his office, the children away at school, ‘Let me see if the 
Bepum has got up from her siesta.” She walkeel down to the 
enc of the corridor and saw a hall-open door. She knocked 
on iL. 

“Come in.” 

She cotered a luxunous airscondiuoned bedroom. Raszia 
Bano lolled on a four-poster. She wore a Mufty peignoir and 
was smoking a cigarette, A white telephone and a golden 
notebook lav beside her on the silken ciderclown. 

“So vou have come, Bua, sot down.” Stee indicated the Moor, 

Shamshacd Begum was taken aback. She had never been 
callecl “Hua’. Only mandservants were called that. She never 
salon the floor. She pursed her lips and sat down on the edpe 
of ihe sola. She wanted tea. She did not approve of her new 
mistress s revealing dress and her smoking. But then she 
though to herself: ‘Every place has its own customs. Such must 


be the custom of Bornbay.’ 

Razia Bano eved her with amusement and said, “Bua, Tam 
glad you have come. [ did want someone like you—innecent 
and podiearing. | can judge people, vou know. [guessed i 
once thal vou were adecent ald woman, Seay, look, Dimoss tell 
you a few things. You clo net have to do any work, just stay in 
your reom and pray. [always want some elderly lacy to stay in 
the house and recite the Holy Book every morning and pray 
for my well-being. | hada pious old Hycderabacti lady who lived 
here, The poor thing died last year. We have two Goan ayalis 
to look after our wardrobes, etc. You may, once in a while, 
supervise the kitchen or prepare a special Mughal dish or two,” 

Asmartly dressed young girl with a cigarene in her mouth 
enterce the rerom. Razia Hane said something to her in English. 
She giggled and went cut. 
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“Your daughter? Masha Allah, how many children do you 
have?" Shamshad Berum askeel with sudden interest. 

"My niece. Dhave no children” 

“And your Saheb? Does he cdo business?” She had heard 
that everybody in Bombay cicl business. 

"Aly husband is dead,” Kazia Bane ecplied curtly, then went 
on, “So lwas telling you... De not listen to gossip. Do not 
fraternise with the servants. Bombay is a terrible place. And 
these are evil tinves. All sorts of things happen here. Don't get 
shocked. Also, my nieces are inadern girls, A low of friends 
come to see them. You wncherstancd?" 

Ste clicl met, but nodded vaguely. Mr Sabihuddin’s children 
also had a let ol school friends. She badly wanted some tea. 

"Trun a large business,” Ravia Bane continued, “import- 
export. Various kinds of people come te see me about it. And 
heing an enterprising woman, | alsa have many enemies. That 
is why TF have had a steel door fixed outside. The police have 
raided! us twice.” 

“The polices” Shamshad Begum repeated with alarm. 

Raza Bane laughed. “Dont worry! The police often bother 
big business people like us, That's why, when someone nngs 
the bell. be very careful. 

Shamshad Begum yawned! again. 

“Wl tell the bearer te give vou some tea.” 

“Thank vou,” Shanmshad Begum said, getting up, and 
returned to ler ree, 

She said ber aftemmoon and evening pravers. She felt very 
bored, Chere was nothing todo. The iat was silent again. She 
stirred out of the room when the front bell nang. She forget 
her mistress's instructions ane rushed to the cdawingroeimn. 
Quickly she opened the door. Two men entered. One was ina 
silken kurta and snow-white dhou. There was a ash of 
diamonds an his fingers. He was very fat. The other was dressed 
like ono film star Tle was sleek and oily. Both Fopped down 
on a sola ariel spreact their legs. 

“Bai... Where is Machu?” the Seth asker. 

Sham stiacl Begun was horrified. Whit kine of language was 
this? Trimly. she said, “Begum Saheba must be in ber ream. 
Mav DP Know your augiist names?” 
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“Forget our names, call the chicks!” 

“Sala chhokn log kidher hai?” the oily one asked. “Hamre ko 
ye time bola.” 

Shamshad Begum had heare that, in Bombay, they spoke 
atrocious Urdu—btut this was the limit, She was about to tell 
them to mind their language and manners when Raza Bane 
came tushing in. She looked at Shamshad Begum and sated, 
“Oh, Bust, please go to veur room and rest, will wour 

“Ves, | will, thank werll, Sharps taaiel ew samuel simply anal 
trotted hack ta the cormidor. 

‘The woman is senile,’ Raia Bano thought inmitably aned 
turned te greet the visitars. 

Back in her litte room, Shamshad Begum unrolled her 
prayer mug and sat cown to pray once again. She thanked the 
Good Lord whe only laughs twice ancl who. in This infinite 
wistlam and mercy, had given ber shelter once again in it 
decent houschold and provided her with an honest livelihororl. 


— Translated by the anther 
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Kaneez and her grandmother ambled along the broadest and 
mest beautiful howlevarel of Cin] Lines, Daadi, her chadar 
fying in the hat wine. was dragging her feet, Kaneee’s old, 
black burqa was being blown back by the breeze, and to lop il 
all, there were Samii anc Chamo! At least Sanmiini wis 
hanging onte her mother’s finger and running alongside, but 
Chammi? Where would she ever find the energy? So, Daadi's 
dried up form, her bowed frame, had Chammi perched on 
her hip; her face slapped by the foo, was red like hot metal. 

“Allah be thanked. .. we were patient... but vou... don't 
you be patient!” Daadi cursed. Bin hanecs was thinking, Armia 
Bemuim was loaning us money fora tonga, we should have taken 
it. At least we wouldn't be gemimg cookecl it this dust-stanmn, 
Whar shame is there in accepting a loan? And Daadi would 
certainly have returned ito save her honour, no matter how 
stingy she may be ollerwise! 

The road seemed tw have lengthened. Any house they 
passed by... how they wished it was their own, Oh, to escape 
from this sizing real and hide inside, Butceven when one 
crinkled one's eves to look through the heat and the cast, 
their destination seemed far, far away. That litte house was 
just this side of the canal, hidden in the shade of call 
cucalyptns, mango, jamun and gular trees. The sun, when 
it reached that spot, seemed subducd; even the foo, instead 
of descending with a roar, scemed te whimper as it blew in. 

No matter. The travails of the journey were rewarded. They 
found refuge in their haven. Haredly had the door chsed and 
the chaclar-burqa been taken aff, than Raineez wots Over? Ome 
with the gravity of her situation, sinick with the dhought that it 
was all over. She started pounding her chest and crving: “You 
betraved me, Ishrat. Whe... who but Noah sank the boat!” 
Kanees"s dirge became musical as she struck her forchead. 
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With shaking hands Daadi took off her chadar. Red with 
betel, the corners of her mouth quivered, chin folleweel suit, 
every wrinkle trembled, and tears from hes tin-coloured eyes 
started flowing down ber face along the folds of her wrinkles, 
When she put Chammi down, the howling slanted again: 
"Daadi...Daadi.,." But seeing Kanecez's condition, Dkadi had 
no mined for the child. 

Nuinmi was thirsty. She thought it was just the mght time to 
start shouting, “Water, .. water.” 

“Vou took away mv child... may you never see your mother 
again! Ishrat, may vou die!” Recalling the scene when Mumia 
was handed over to Ishnat in the court, Ranees started beating 
her breast, then fell on the Toor, uncomsciotts, 

The combined lamentations of Daacdli, Nanumiand Chammi 
woke up the household. When astartiod Barri Begum felt huett 
bed, the bunch of kews hit her ankle like a hammer, For a 
moment she just heh) ber foot, but soon hobbled out onto 
the verandah. Salma Bi vawned with great levhiargy and saying 
to herself, “Whe clecisioar os probably mide”, lurned over and 
went back io sleep, 

“Kaneez... Ranees... come here’ What happened?" 

“Ah, Ranees.... Where is Ranees? Kanees is no more,” 
Daadi's hoarse voice was hear lamenting, Bard Begum came 
running barcfoot, Salma Bi also emerged, holding on to her 
satin petticoat, “She's gone? How disastrous! Now what do we 
do=" Her heart was all alluer. 

Hin Ranees was still there. Sow arall dead. Treathing evenly. 

“Aschari Begum, vou scared the life out of us! What has 
happened?" Tegum’'s bare feet felt as if they were on a hot 
grill. 

"What's happened: Alas! What was written came to pass, 
Never has such athiog happened in our families. This Pakistan 
has wreekee] oy lives, ~ 

“Forget all this, Husa, Crying for nothing! Thank God the 
girl is rid of that wretch, What about the ameter He must have 
wot the bow. The girls, too. should have been dumped on him. 
Lhirty meat, dirty gravy” 

“How can one leave one's own children! Look at me. It's 
only my love for one whom | brought up that made me leave 
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my own home. And Kanee?’s children came from her own 
womb, The shock of losing the bow has mace her faint.” Daa 
spoke, tears flowing freely. Barn Begum sprinkled! water on 
Kanee?. She opened her eves, drank a tumbler of water sane, 
holding her head in her hanes, started iiking deep breaths. 

Barri Begum embraced Rances, Tears filled ler eves as she 
spoke ina choked voice, “You ane ny child, Rancez. What cle 
you have to werry abou? Thank Gol that vou are nd of that 
damned fellow. You are sll so young. Wait ancl see — Twill 
mun vou off to such a nice boy that vou wall forget even me 
invwour happiness. The other day someone was miatking 
enquiries... . The bovis earning five hauneleee! rupees. Bae | 
saul that nea decision tae been mode vet. Actually Pcbieln't tke 
his looks. What cdo vou sav, Aschac Tia? The boy should be a 
true match for our precious gil, shouldn't ber 

While all this was going on Salma Bi hid left the oor, 
Such tasks were best left to ber mother, All she carecl about 
was her own sell. Dawei elated at Salma’s retecating back, She 
didn’ tapprove of this girl, She was quite friendly with haneez, 
utowith Daadi? She didn't even bother to salar ber. As if 
she were leer servant! Who save that poverty clestrovs poe) 
upbringing? Daaci didn't need to please anwene, Aer own 
ald man had asolid litle place in Monidlabad, ane wrote every 
dav. "Clonme back, You have lefime — all tor the sake of your 
nephew's children.” Durwhat could she cdo? She was childless, 
After her nephew's death she had brought wp his baby girl as 
her own. Theo had her married off. tt was the girl's poten 
kismmat that when her hushaned came wo Pakistan, she followed! 
him. The love that comes of nurturing a child is even more 
intense than the love born of carving it for nine months. How 
cry care! expect rcele at cars bo woe rs tan cd thse 

twas her consideration lor Barri Begum that stopped her 
{rom complaining about Salona Berwin '’s behave. Even now, 
it was Barri Begum who gathered them ta herself like her very 
own family and took them inte her room, 

There were only we beds in her room. Selma Bi was already 
sprawled on ame. How coulel se tary people sit aon Tarr 
Bepum's masses So the paan-lax was openect on the carpet, 
and all their joys and woes were aired again. Daadi coed. When 
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Raneez covered her face and sobbed into her clupatia, there 
was a lump in Barn Begum’s throat. Such demonstration of 
love by Barn Begum evoked ‘hunh — hunk’ sounds from the 
seeping Salma. After a while, Begum's back started hurting 
from sining up so long. At Daadi's insistence she lay down. 
But how could she be comfortable without Kanees? “haneez, 
child, come to me. When [ get you married off. .. Oh, how 
will | bear the separation!” 

Hearing this, Daadi lifted her hands in the direction of the 
qguibla in gratitude, Allah! For the poor you are the only one 
whe sends down angels! Her eves became moist again ane the 
fire in Kanee?’s heart cooled a bit. 

Sitting shvly at her feet, Raneez’s reverence for the Begum 
surpassed what she hal felt for pirs and walis. Begum pot up 
to stroke her head but, altlicted with arthritic pain, started 
rubbing her own ankles instead. 

“Amma Begum, go hack to sleep.” Kaneez forced her to lie 
down and started massaging herankles. Barn Begum protested, 
and Daacdi found this demonstration of aflection excessive, 
But Kanees did mot listen to a single word, 

“What's insulting about massaging one's own mother's feet 
inotmy mother, who is she? After all. there is nothing possibly 
that she can expect to gain from cestitutes like us. In any case, 
noone cures for anvone in this ravaged land. She happened 
to be fram ‘our side so she made us our own and gave us a 
place in ber own home. She's not ling when she savs that this 
place is intl of Punjabis who make fun even of our “aap, 
‘jenaal’. And whit did Ishirat care? Scobbled talaaq, talaaq, 
ad threw me out of his house saving, “Now vou must observe 
purdah trom me.” We cic not think ewice"’ Had he done this in 
Moradabad, it wouldn't have been se bad. Mother, poor 
woman, at least has a home there. And then, no matter how 
helpless, even Daadi has a house there, She has brought me 
up like one of her own. And Daarla, despite his old age, would 
have helped. Butin Pakistan! No way ol getting Daada’s modest 
help here. Nowhere to stay and no hope of leaving. One's 
own kin has given us the colel shoulder. 

“And this man who was to be mine until death and 
thereafter: He turned his back on us and now | have nowhere 


Scanned with CamScanner 


Kenerz 85 


to spend the rfdat, ne wer, no support for the children. When 
T registered) a case, even that was resented. He said, ‘Tl would 
have given vou maintenance but mow |. too, have decided to 
actsiubborm.; Lf this was the case, then why ciel he call me to 
Pakistan? We had been separated for se van months, te 
should have just taken me ter dead, Why call me here and 
then leave ime stranded? The lawyer says i will be clifficult to 
Po ane setthe chown in Moradabad — the permit will be given 
ently for aanenth or twe. Dead may be allowed to stay because 
of Daca, but for me it will be tough. Oh god! look how he's 
made me homeless!” 

hance cned uncontrollably. Begum had drifted off to sleep, 
Daach, tired out, was also dozing. Everyone had calmed down 
but there was no peace for Kaneer, The seven-vear old she 
hac nurtured had been snatched away trom her, and god knows 
what would become of Sammi and Chammi. Daacdi hiacl one 
foot in the grave, and Rances herself was net in a position to 
earn her keep. As Barri Begum had said, “Ne rere than 24 or 
25 and prey asa picture...” Despite this, Ishrat fell for 
another. He hae left Moradabaed with a correney-belt arcune 
his waist, saving, “As soon as the utensils Lactory starts 
production [will call my wile and children.” Daacdi was only 
roo well aware of Isheat’s jiahits. Raneer's short beamper was 
neta new to her either, Hardly hack he called Kanee?, than 
Daadi started preparing for ber own departure as well. How 
could she send Kanees co Pakistan alone? The whole world 
would have said that she had sent a young girl lo a strange 
land and herself remained stuck to her old man. She had 
thought, “As soon as the girl setes down [will go home.” But 
what she founel was that the factory har Mopped, Ishrat Mian 
was a ht- 7hrupee clerk inashop, living in the servant's quarter 
of a bungalow for five rupees a month. What a shock! 

Still, if chis had been all, thew might have pulled through 
somehow, Hut in addition, there were Ishrat's romance and 
Raneez's acid remarks. Daal wied ta warn Kanees but her 
sharp tongue ruled her. Anel sure cnough, one day, charging 
her with illtemper and extravagance, Ishrat wrote down the 
lalaaq. He took custody of the boy, chased Kancez out and 
locked the house, No appeal, no succour, When, wailing are 
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weeping, Daadi and Kaneez went in search of shelier, they 
reached Barri Begum, At first she was quite rude but when 
she saw how helpless they were, she relented. She not only 
gave them a free servant's quarter, but called Kancer my 
daughter’. What a boon! 

Barri Begum — who by now had become Kaneer’s Amma 
Berm — having been relieved of her arthiritic pain, was fast 
asleep with her mouth open. haneez, tired! out from craing 
softly, was sitting quietly at her feet. Even when a loved one 
dies, all one can do is crv and bear the loss. [t takes a while, 
but whimately one feels lighter. 

In a few davs Kaneer was not just lighter, she fell like a 
cloud. Ishrat was like an unfinished story she had heared from 
Daadi. In was as if while narratiog it, Daadi bad fallen asleep 
and KRaneez, while listening te her snores, uried to precl ber 
awake anc hac fallen asleep herself. When she awoke in the 
morning, there was a tumbler of rilk, befi-ower revi, aro clos. 
with eves shapedl like wanutk presvers waiting for her, Where was 
the time to remember the unfinished stor? One needs time 
to remember somcone. Where cid Ranec? have the ime new 
in Amma Begum's house? When Daadi cured Ishi, Kaneez 
grimaced and saicl, “Daarh, do you have nothing better to do 
than sit around and tell his name on vowr beads? Any mention 
of him ceminds me of my chile. May God give my son the 
wisdom to come and see his mother's face are spitat his basuare 
father.” 

Saving this, tears clinging to her evelics, haneez would busy 
herself in some task or other. Like Cashes of lightning she was 
seen all over the house... and a new sorrow, like the 
lengthening shadews of the evening, would overtake Daaeli 
She dreaded this new habit hanee? was acquiring, of allowing 
aglmpse of herself, then disappearing. She wanted to sit with 
her and cry at her misfortune, so that Kanee? would not forget 
how much she cared. Gut these davs she didn’t even get to see 
Rances's face, Sometimes she uied te catch wp with leer but 
where was the strength in her old legs? She would chase her 
tothe kitchen, but Khances coulel be heard chattering in Salma 
Bi's bedroom. Coughing and wheezing, she would cross the 
verancalis, bot Kanees was seen standing on the lawn arranging 
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the chairs. In sheer desperation, she would shout in her 
cracked voice, “Kanees! Have vou become a shameless gadfly? 
During dat, respectable girls dent even step out of their 
rooms, Honkyven had shown some ceconim in your own home 
would Ishrat have spat at vou and bedi you, acne allewee! us te 
fet kicked around in the world? 

This admonition used te echo through the entire house, 
Bani Begum would be afflicted! by an attack af sorrow amc 
Salma Bi's brow would wrinkle, making her pimpled face 
app even worse, 

Barn Begum would emerge from somewhere with deep 
shadows of painion her face. She would tick her heavy bunch 
of keys into her waisthand, and putting her arms cup crural 
Kanees would say ina tragic voice, “Goto your Daadi. child, . . 
go! No matter what we de for you, we will always be called 
strangers. [you lift ewen a litte finger te help us of your very 
awn accord, it annoys vour Daadi.. . . Where in hell ts 
Hameecdu? Hamecdu, bring the bed outelors.” 

Kanees felt the blood drain from her tace. Really! Daads 
has become unbearable. She creates these scenes because she 
isn tlarwe-hearted at all, How Amina Bi lowes mie! Anel Divacli? 
She doesn’) want me todo a stroke of work, What do we agave: 
lefei give them but this care and service, how else Can wr pay 
them back for their generosity? 

She got tired of explaining the situation to Daal, who was 
always on the offensive anyway. “So what if she calls veo 
daughter? Sle sheowld lind vou a boy fast and as soon as the 
iddat is over your nikah should be performer, Then [can go 
hack and be with cour Daada for the last few years of our lives.” 
Or... “Let's ge back te our own Moracahad. We will fined 
someone there for vot.” 

“Just listen to voursell, Dandi!” Kanees said with 
irritation.Tell me, are bows stored im Large pets like rice ane 
lentils, for Amma Begum to take one cnt ane arrange Ue 
nikah? And then, she isnot wrong when she says the boy should 
be a mateh for the girl Hundreds will clameur over such a 
eweet face. Fast work is the devil's work. What cooks slow, cooks 
welll” Looking at herself in the mirror. Rances became 
convinced of Barri Begum’s farsightedness. 
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But how was Daadi te be convinced? Whatever ornaments 
ane utensils she hal browght from Moradabad were Presi rage 
sold te pay for rations and vegetables, There were not one, 
notiwe, but four mouths to feed. The court had ordered 
Ishrat to pay maintenance for the girls, but where was the 
Tmoustachioed heavweighr whe could collect am? A couple 
of times Daardi trac dragged her feet ta Ishrat’s door but he 
had been belligerent. “Where shall T gedit from, | have best 
my job. Go ancl file another petition!” But who had the 
means to file a Pelition every dav? Daadi came hack, 
erestfallen. Namini may be four years old and Chammi two, 
but they ate the same amount as grown-ups, If children got 
milk and cream why would they ever look at roti? But that’s 
all there was. dried roti, which macle their stomachs expand. 
They managed to fill their bellies but always hankered for 
more, 

In the face of all uhis suffer 


ng Barri Begum often said to 
Raneez, “Throw the warks at th 


at wretched Ishrat's face. Why 
have vou let them wrench veer heart?” But Kancez would burst 
Into tears. One child hac already heen taken away. How could 


she bear to part with the other twa. When Ranecez cried, Barri 
Begum’s eves would alsis fill with tears, 


"Look atime, It is almost a year anc Altaf Mian is still in 
Enyland, Every moment my heat longs for him” Barri 
Beguim's tears woulel Mart to flow, With both of them burning 
in the same fire of anguish, it was Kaneez who would Forget 
her own pain, put her anns around Barri Begum ane say. "Oh 
Amma Begum, elon’ eryt” 


Begun wanted dry her eves and say. “Child, vou h 
memore happiness than Salma Bi. Salma neve 
ask if fam cdeael er live. Arth 


OPEN worn. It has ne 
that..." 


ave given 
tr bothers to 
Mts makes my hody ache like an 
vePoccurred to my own flesh and blooel 


a 
Kanecez would make her lie down and st 


feet. But if Daadi aw these exchanges, she woouled burn with 
envy. All Dadi wanted yas for her nest te love ANYONE — py 
ane except herself. no matter if ses se ae 

: Tifsameone loved heri } 
their own chrile! Pinare than 


ant rubbing her 


“Kanee?z! Here, take this bastard child, Dav ane TMMelit she's 
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stuck on my hip. Get off, bastard, or 7 will dash you to the 
Noor.” Daadi shouted so much that the entire house 
reverberated, Salma Bi would get furious. She disliked! ber 
own mother raising her voice. After all, there is some decorum 
to living in a house, But when ahe looked at Kaneer's face she 
tried) to calm herself. Shamelacedd, Kaneez came to Daaeli 
draped in Salma Bi's tinselled, peagreen dupata.“Daadi, 
control yourself. They will think we are not respectable 
people.” Gracetully she trailed the dupatia over her head. “Give 
my child here. You resent my children. At least one you 
managed to wrench away from me.” Grumbling, she placed 
Chanuni on ber hip. “How dirty she is. She will ruin my new 
dupata.” 

“Sew dupatia? Are you blind? Can't you see these two huge 
gaping holes: Showing off in a dirty old rag of a dupatta,* 
Daadi growled, 

“What co you mean? Just the other day Salma Bi wore it to 
college. Must have got tangled in the cvele. Daadii, you're really 
mean. KRanees was embarrassed ancl irritate, 

Daadi lost contrel, “Oh god! [ broke my back for her 
anid she calls me a copple! Now vou are counting my faults! 
For vour sake T left my country, sold everything so 7] could 
feed vou and your girls. And now you've become the real 
mother. ,.." 

Placing her hand on Daadi’s mouth, Ranee? would taunt 
her that now she had even started counting the morsels she 
feecls them. 

But when Raneez's eves became puffy and swollen from 
crying. Daadi would plead forgiveness and both would be 
happily reconciled. Chammi once again pumped into Daaeli's 
arms atid holding Sam«i's litle finger. they would set off tor 
the market to shop for the mext meal, haneecr once again 
became ajumping jack. From the drawing room to the kitchen 
to Salma [i's room. In Salma [i's room she would sometimes 
fuss. “Salma Bi, | want this kamees.” 

“What! 1 just got it made. | certainly won't give it,” she used 
to sav flatly. 

"Give it, Salma. Isn't she vour sister? How stingy you are! 
How innocently my child has asked for it. She is such a sell 
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respecting person that she never even looks at anything that 
belongs to another. Come on, give it to her.” Barri Begum 
came to Kanees’s aicl. 

“Then get another kameez made for me. T have so few.” 
Salma Bi started bargaining. 

‘Where can I getit from? What wealth cid your father leave 
me? Only God knows hew | pay for Alu Mian’s studies and 
for your demands om top of it all, What is left in the bank? 
How can I tell you how we make ends meet? You have a 
bandage ovér your eyes.” Barn Begum heaved a sigh. 

Life is but a mater of making both ends meet. But if one 
can’t then what's te be done? How long could Kanees maintain 
her burqa anel purdah? Now she had to keep Salina Bi company 
outside. Whenever she had the time, and Salima’s cvcle was 
punctured, there was always a stroll dewn the road. But 
whenever she thought af going oumide, Dandi was there 
swathed in her dead-rat coloured burqa. One dav she crossed 
all the limits olf penulity, saving right there, belore Harri 
Begum, “Sa, ma, Bibi. Secing a woman without her burqa 
makes oy heart burn.” 

Now Barri Begum had always respected Daadi, never tired 
of saving Asghar Bua, Asghari Bua, but this remark made 
her burst out in anger, “Stop bragging, bua. How can you 
compare your purdab with the stret purcdal which was 
observed in our house? There, my daughter would net even 
dare peep out of the window, But now, along with leaving 
home, we have also dedi its teaclitions, And what is so special 
about Kanees? Soom they will be marriced into households 
where they will go out with theit husbands, Tn any case whe 
am Itesay anything? Alas! Here we are, loving you so clearly, 
aril vor. 

Daadi was quiet, But on that very dav hanees washed hes 
old buses, sat at the sewing machine and patched up Sarani 
and Chammmi’s frocks. They were in tatters after all! Saw they 
vill do for least another month er two. Alter that. . .well, 
doesn't god put mercy in the hearts of steplatherss Kaneez 
thought iw herself... and suddenly ber heart was light. 

Hut how could they make both ends meet? While their 
bodies were covered their stomachs were empty. The minute 
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she saw Kaneez, Daadi began her wale of woe; “Where shall | 
get anything from? | swear | have nothing.” Each clay she 
moined ane groanecl Sammi and Chammi left Dac ane 
started to ching to Ruaueez. 

“Amma roi, Amma meat.” Secing Raneez at the table with 
Barri Begum, Namini anc Chamii stood waiting, empty bowls 
in hand. Barn Begum wave them whatever there was on her 
plate. Such generosity! And Kanecg? She was so embarrassed 
that she tied oo gather them to her and hide them, like her 
old cloth dolls. She felt like dying of shame. 

"Then, why be ashamed before me? | won't be able to 
swallow a moersel, secimg them hungry. [yeu love them, so 
do L. The only thing | must sav, mv child, is that you don't 
have to sitat my side forever. God willing. one day you will 
have your own home. Men can’t live with their stepchildren, 
I think you should harden vour heart and give them to that 
wretch Ishrat. Allah damn him! He should find our that 
talaaq is not child's play. “ Begum placed her hand 
alfectionaicly on haneez’s back. 

Kanee? understood but Daadi could no. Weeping. she 
would say, “Why ruin their future along with mine? How will 
you feed them?” But Daadli refused to tueclge, 

Then one day when, despite wanting Lo, Daadi could not 
open her trunk, and all day the stove was idle, Ranees could 
bear it no longer. 

“Daadi, now take out the cash. Why are you killing the girls,” 
she sal weeping. 

“Feed them my flesh. What else de I have left now? Why 
don’t you ask your ‘mother of the mansion?” Daadi retorted. 

“Keep her out of it, Why de you drag Amma Begum inte all 
this? Where can she get in from? I she had anything to give, 
she would mot have withheld it from my children. What on 
earth can she do?” Kaneez's eves were live coals. 

“Then let us return to Moradabad. A one or two month 
permit can certainly be made.” aac made her final move, 

“Allright, Take out the fare and get a permit made ” Saving 
this Kaneez threw herself on the bed and covered) her face. All 
Daadi’s enthusiasm petered out. Fare for four and that ter by 
air! Even if that could be managed, what about the permit? 
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And, even if the permit was made, then what about the lawyer's 
verdict that she will have to return the day it ends? Then what 
will happens: 

At night Kaneez cried her heart out and said farewell to 
Nammi and Chammi, Daadi, canning the crying, trembling 
Chammi ane holding Sammi's litle finger, arrived at Ishrat's 
house, Ishrat kissed Sammi and took her in his lap, but lied 
not even look at Chammi. “How will 1 look after this lle 
piece of Mesh? Keep one. Has your love shnivelled away?” 

Daadi was furious. She wied to force Chamumi off her lap 
but the child's screams broke her heart. She dic mot utter 
another word and broweht Chammi back to the house. When 
Kaneez saw her she ran coping to her, arms outmtrecched. Even 
Barn Begum's bean was touched by the scene, 

Daadi shook her trembling lead ane said, “It's true, a 
mother's love is divine.” Foot a few davs later, when the fragile 
and sickly child, pining away for Nammi, refused to get off 
Daadi's hip, there were many revolutionary changes in het 
feclings wbout motherhood! 

“May Allah protect vou, child, No mother, no father. Alas! 
Noone cares for the wretched.” Daadi’s laments echoed in 
every corner of the hese. 

These daily dirges made the Begum grow faint-heartedd. 
Young daughter in the house, strapping son studting in 
England for hve vears, old) opium-ecating father-in-law dozing 
Insome comer ofthe house, the only male. And new, to top it 
all, this exile from home. Inthe middle of all this came Daadi's 
Hl-timed lamentations, With wo consideration for dusk or dawn, 
no cencem that the asain was being called, she would cry about 
the fickleness of the world Regardless of whether anvbody 
listened oF out, i was the same tale of woe. 

Te reduce her depression and divert her mind, Begum 
began to make happy plans for Salma’s and Altafs marriages. 
She also consulted Salma on the details of Kaneez’s dowry. 

“Well, Ranees is also our responsibility now. I we start 
preparations immediately, we will have such a dower that even 
soineene caring MAE POOO rupees will be delighted. Salma, 
will that sequined suit do for Kaneez? It will be so beaweiful. 
She will look like a filmi princess. | must sav Kanee?z looks so 
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youth ful that ither children are not shown she could be taken 
for a virgin bride.” 

Chammi, having eaten the mangers given by Barri Begum, 
fot diarrhoea. But where cicl Kaneez have the time for this? 
Whatever spare time she hael was spent before the long mirror 
at Salta i's dressing table. She would let the green sequined 
dupatia slip from her breasts and comb her hair for a long 
tine. Who knows how long she would have been engaged with 
the mirror had Daadh’s crackling voice net pierced her reverie, 

“Ranecg, jtist come and see. The unfortunate girl's eyes are 
turning inwards.” Kancez ran, getting entangled in her 
ghar, to where Chammi lay limp. “Daadi, have you given 
her poison? | have lost everyone. .. only she was left. Did you 
resent her too? If she dies vou won't find me alive, Dhaai." 

Chammi died quietly that night at the hospital. Kaneez tied 
her hardest to follow her in death, beat at her own head, tore 
the green sequined chuipattia ta shreds with her teeth, Bat Daa 
clung to her, diving with her into whichever corner she dived 
and did not allow her to cle. Daadi had anly brought her up, 
ate vet she was burning with sorrow, equal te the grief of the 
ore whe hac nurture)! Chammi for nine months in the womb. 

Ranecr did not look at food for dav. Mer eves were so puffed 
up fram cring that she could not even open them, Seeing 
her, Barn Begum, too, couldn't remove the dupatia from her 
eves. Salma Bi alse put her anns arownd Ranees a few times 
and sniffled. before minning away to her room with her hand 
over her eves, 

But how long can one cry? If rivers find an outlet, they 
become shallow. Then there was Barn Begum's endless 
cajoling. Davaned night she thought of how hancey could forget 
about the fare of ber children, She never allowed Raneez to 
leave her side for a single moment. She didn't even allow her 
to remain silent. Salma Bi was alse intensely aware of this. 

“Come. Kanees, lets put sequins on the dupatia.” She 
would spread her dupatta, and Kaneez, the puppet, the very 
embodiment of pain, would get busy. She sewed cach sequin 
with such care, as if she was placing the wounds of her heart 
on public display. 

“Come. chilel, let us sit down and sew up the pyjamas of 
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Salma's Daada Mian in one go.” Begum would spread the bolts 
of material before Kaneez, Once again Kaneez would get totally 
engrossed, 

Barri Begum and Salma Bi did not spare themselves tn 
entertaining Kanees. For her sake, Barn Begum even went to 
the cinema. Salma Bi opened het closet and invited haneez to 
take whatever she wished. Barri Begum had remewerd the gold 
hand from her litde finger amd placed it on hers He rneling 
aver her she had whispered, “hanees’s bridegroom will cli 
the same!” And for the first time since Chammi's death, hance 
shyly ran away from the room, 

From that day onwards, once again in the mystenous little 
house nesded among eucalyptus, sheesham and gular trees, 
Kanees became a jumping jack. Now in Salma Bi's reom, next 
moment in the kitchen cooking zerd@ with vermicell. What 
now? Disappeared into Barri Begum's bathroom and in a 
moment, all dressed up in Begum’s chundar and Salma Bi's 
dupata, she’s sc rubbing aareel polishing the veranclah floors to 
a shine. Such dirty work after a bath! Begum wreriulel proce st, 
“Kanecz, whe asked you to do this work? What use is the 
sweeper?” Bat who cenald stop Kanees? When Begun geouintileed 
aiide more than usual, Kanees washed ber hanes atthe tap 
and appeared with a bottle of oil, “We will massage oil into 
your hair.” Barri Begum’s eves would fill with lowe, She'd heave 
asigh and say, “haneez, wherever you go, you will brighten up 
the place. Isheat, that damned nincompoop, could never value 
a persen like vou,” 

*Then find a match for hanees,” Dacaeli woutlel insist.” Daily 
my husband writes, “Come te me at least in my dying clays.’ 
How long can I sit here guarding a voung gilt Otherwise, | 
think I should take her back with me. There are innumerable 
boys in the fanily.” 

“Aschari Bua, don't you utter the name of your family ane 
clan. You certainly spared nothing te cain this girl's life, Don't 
force me to start talking. How old must she ber No more thane 
nwoor three years older than our Salina. Now if vou pressurise 
me, all dean savas that [will search or ler groom just as Tam 
searching fur Salma. When she leaves our house she will leave 
with someone from our class, As for proposals, there is an 
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enquiry every week or ten days. | have spoken to several 
matchmakers, After all, how many can | keep showing you?" 
Begum grumbled enclessly, 

A few clavs later, someone arrived on a motorcycle, Begum 
rose. and om some pretext or other, made Daal take a peck 
at him. “Hf he is suitable then go aleacl.” Daadi said happily. 

“It's fine for you te say, go alveael. Pee mide enepuiries and 
found out that he drinks. Even if hie pleads a hundred times | 
won tagree.” Begum dismissed the case. 

“Do it regardless. After all, it is Kaneez's kismat. He will 
reform.” Daadi was ina hurry. Besides, she likecl what she saw, 
In anv case, she had never seen a ‘sahih’ groom come to her 
doorstep. She usecl to sav that any man would do for the 
unfortunate divorcee, 

“Then vou talk io him. Pwon't mediate. I's your responsi- 
bility.” Begum meved from the door making way for Daadli, 
Daadi was upset. She could not believe that her hancez had 
become such a covered ent! 

Every dav Barri Begum would point at boys walking by. 
“Look, Asghar Bua, that boy's mother said tome, give us either 
Kanecs or Salma. Bu [would never... black as ecm, be is.” 
Every person was discarded because of some defect or another. 
Daadi got fed up. But clothes were being stitched for the 
trousseau, Crockery and cutlery was being matched, Daacli felt 
slightly comforted. Indeed, there was something to be said for 
relationships of lave, She Bot somecne Lo wt ie a letter on her 
behalf to her husband — 


Have patience, Mian. As soon as I have settled the girl, 
you snap your fingers and Twill be there. Afterwards, 
we two may decide to dump ourselves in Pakistan. 
There will always be a room for us in the girl's house, 


But one dav her entire scheme was ruined, Daadi was very 
annaved at Kaneez's thoughtlessness. After Chammi's death, 
Barri Begum had persuaded Daadi not to cook separately, So 
new, with reat ermbarrassinent, she used to eat from the main 
kitchen. Hanmeedu had nun away. Begum used to say that he 
had taken off with her gold carrings. Unfortunately, there was 
no one to run te the police but she had since vowed never to 
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engage another male servant. 50 Daadi would drag herself to 
the market mearby for daily provisions. But when it came to 
shopping further away she wits helpless, Kaneez had learnt to 
ride Salma Bi's bievele. One day she said, “Come, Daac, let 
me buy the provisions. I will take two minutes on the cycle.” 

In Daadi's houschold, no one had heard of voung girls 
taking such liberties. She was furious, “Child, come to your 
senses, Why are vou bent on destroying your father’s and 
mother’s good namer Remember, | would rather bury you 
alive anel not shed a cear than see vou ride a cvele!" 

This was obviously a declaration of war against Salma Bi's 
character and Barri Begum’s upbringing. There is a limit to 
tolerance. Had anvone else said this to Bari Beguim she would 
have rubbed ber shoe on the person's face. This time, she did 
not pick up her shoe but cid mot spare her tongue enther. 

"You ought to be ashamed of yourself. At this age? And 
listen... if you stay ina proper house vou won't be allowed to 
rant and rave like butchers and grocers. You have given us a 
bad name. Surely, neighbours will think that we too are like 
yerul.” 

"Daadi won't let a wretch like me live peacefully, She will 
kill me before she dies, Allahonid me of her,” Rances burst out 
at last. For several days she had been observing Divacli's 
dictatorial anel critical attitude towards the people of the house, 
Allah! This world does not hesitate even when it comes to 
blaming angels. 

Daadi could not tke this outburst. She fought hard, listed 
all that she had done, and that very moment left the house to 
apply for a permit to India. “The olet man threatens to die and 
the young man to rin away. And Dhaaddi. .. she threatens to 
nin away, too, Let her, Who is there to stand by me? 

Daacdi turned a deaf ear ie these emotional jibes and had 
her permit made. The hidden jewellery proved useful after 
all, Wo she had sold it no one would have given her even a 
penny. She hadn't been able to feed Kaneces for a few months 
and look how she has changed! All that she had not dome wis 
take ashipper to hertace. Iiis said thatifone has money people 
will weep over one's corpse... . A clerk in the permit office 
got her an early reservation. One day, Daadi picked wp her 
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small bundle and got up to leave, broken-hearted, to live and 
die with her husband. 

Before sitting in the tonga, Daadi was overcome with love. 
“Raneecz, you will know my worth when [ve gone. But it is not 
too late. Sell your earnings and come back to Moradabad with 
me. in amonth or two the decision will be mace, . .* 

“Let it be. Daadi. You killed my Chammi, tore away my 
Namen from me saving there was nething to eat New where 
did the fare come from? Ob, mother, why did you ever give 
me bith?” haneez tamed her face away and Daadi tasted bitter 
defeat. 

When the tonga left Kaneez cried so hard, leaning against 
the kitchen screen, that the scabs on her old wounds were 
tom away and blood began to oore. Ishrat, Mumtar, Nami, 
Chammi, all pounded across her injured heart and 
disappeared, bouncing and running. 

Begum tield her in a warm embrace. Salma Bi, tring to 
console her, even kissed ber face. Even Salma’s grandfather 
patted her heatl allecuonately that day, Kaneez's tears dried 
on hee lashes, For a lew davs she was lost. She would stop on 
her way trom one room to another, Suddenly, while looking 
oul at the sieet. she would lower her eves. As if all the bars of 
the cage were broken and she was thrown outside, .. and now 
this outside scared her, One by one she would pick the bars, 
kiss them and hold them to her breast. Having been freed 
from all bones, how strange this liberauion felt. 

How the winter winds hawled! The din yellow leaves of 
mango, pecpul and gular fell and crumpled underfoot. All 
around hung a strange silence and a growing awareness of 
desolation, Begum layin the courtyard mostol ihe ume geuing 
her legs ancl back massaged with mustard oil. The bright sun 
did nothing to dispel the extreme cold which had seeped into 
her bones or te lessen the pain in them. [twas during these 
days that che doctor came to examine her every day, 

One day Bewum asked the tied looking Kancez with great 
affection, “hancez, how do you like the doctor sahib?" For the 
first time since Daadi had left, Kanees blushed like a virgin, 
then gor up and edt. Her small hanes got busy onee again as if 
there were clectric currents running through them. She 
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deaned the whole house from top to bottom, scoured the 
kitchen utensils with such vigour that they sparkled like silver. 
She then picked up the broom and auacked the cobwebs and 
dust with so much enthusiasm that nota single wisp of a web 
or spot of dirt was lett. 

“Salma heti! Why den'tyou help your sister with housework 
instead of just sitting idle and watching her? | wonder who 
you'll marry, someone for whom you ll not have to move a 
lide finger.” Begum would keep scolding but Salma would 
continue applying pink polish on her mails. 

Salma is a lay hag. Even ber own mother cannot tolerate 
her, thought Kaneez. One is only loved for one’s deeds and 
not for one’s charm. Work for Raneez also meant getting the 
rrousseaus ready. She would suteh all through the night. The 
clothes were embroidered with gold thread and embellished 
with sequins, cibbeans, heces and mirrors, Begum would yawn 
lazily, stretch out her begs and say, "Let us see which one of my 
wo daughters gets lcky first.” 

As far as Kances was concerned the race for luck had already 
begun. Doctor Sahib continued to visit, stethoscope around 
his neck, bag in hand, He would go bay Geo sees Pbacgrabite Sabvibea 
first. then would sit in the drawing room. Sal would be chere, 
all made up, sitting on the old sofa, head hele high ata certain 
angle. Rance? would emerge from the back of the house, 
carrying the tea tray im her hands, eves lowered, clad ina 
churidar and Salma Bi's old frock, a bit ught around her 
narrow waist. Salma would mage herself as the princess 
sitting in her palace and evervihing around her, from the: ole 
sofa to Kanees herseld, ax but the backdrop to enhance her 
majesty. 

kanee?, feeling shy and bashful, would disappear behind 
the curtain thinking, ‘Salma is so ugly. She has such irregular 
features on a face full of pimples. but she thinks she is a fury 
princess descendect from heaven!’ Yet within a month Salm 
was betrothed! And one cold, wintry night she belt, bedecked 
ins beers Covad avure. 

ari Begum was right, It was just a mates of luck, Salina 
had got lucky first. During the wedeling all the doors and lids 
of the huge cupbeards and trunks in the house were opened 
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and things taken owt, The old dressing table gota bright new 
coatol polish and was giver away. The oldl sola was upholstered 
with pew tapesiry only io desert the liammg rowen anel follow 
the dressing table, The house was bereft ancl empty like the 
boxes and cupboards, Ranees's heart became more an! more 
deselace. A dense top bad descended since the night of the 
wedding, making evervihing cold and wer Having lain awake 
the whole night, she rose the following morning to make tra, 
when she heard Begum complaining about the pain in her 
joint. As she stepped inside the kitchen, her aching eves 
brimmed over with tears looking atthe clesolate and forlorn 
fog-covered trees outside, 

Berum would get very upset at the sight of hanees looking 
go lost and listhess. She was very lonely bersell since her 
daughiers mariage, Noone came to the howe anvinere, 90 
there was noone to bring any proposals tor kanee?. She would 
keep tossing and tuming, getting up when she was tired of 
ing down, and stretching herself when she could sit noe more, 
Then she would call out to Rasees who was busy somewhere 
doing something. Putting her arms around the girl, she would 
say, “You are not going to be with me for very long, Raneez, 
yeu too will go away and leave me like Salma, 1, unfortunate 
woman, will be left all alone. I wish time would fly and Altaf 
come back te me soon, so Dimay see the Dowers of his sein on 
his foretead,” 

So saving her eves would fill with tears, These words filled 
Kanees’s body with a strange tension. Bit son the tension 
would break, leaving her very lethargic, making ber want to 
sit around doing nothing, Oh she would want to lie down like 
Harn Becum ariel bnirsd iter tears at che slightest eRCUSE, 

The house gathered dust, There were spiders spinning webs 
and rultiplying all ever the place. The wiensils in the kitchen 
became as black as coal, ane Begum's hather-in-law kept dozing 
in the courtyard with no one te fill bis bs kah. He would take 
such a high dose of opium that even coughing became an 
effort. Evervthing stagnated, as if time had stopped. 

Salma’s husband was transferred to a distant town. After 
months, when she came home fora visit she was shocked to 
see the condition of the house, What would her husband 
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think? She tried to speak about it to Barri Begum but ended 
up annoying her mother. How long was she supposed Lo 
cope with everything on her own? All her laughter ever 
did was criticise. Where was the money to hire servants, get 
the house cleaned and make it worthy of Salma’s husband. 
Poor Salma! How slighted she felt. In two days she lett with 
her husband for Murree. Before leaving, she called Kaneez 
to her room and, embracing her, said, “I have brought such 
lovely material for your wedding dress that if you see it you 
will be dazzleel!” 

After Salma left, however, Kancez's imagination could not 
conjure up the dazzling material, She seemed simply to have 
lost heart, She tried to reconstruct Ishrat's face in her mine's 
eve, But when it would nol appear, she lay down quietly, 
listlessly. The weather too was very hot. 

“Whose letter is il?” asked Kaneez, secing a blue foreign 
envelope. Not knowing why, she waited for a letter from Daadi 
these days. Taking out a large phote of a handsome young 
man, Begum kissercl i affectionately. 

“Who is he, Amma Begum?” Kancez asked inclifferently. 

“Dent you know? My scan Altaf, whe else. Thad asked him 
for his latest. And look! The rogue has shaved off hs 
moustache. Withawt a moustache a man looks se strange!” 
Begum’s eves filled with tears of love. The un Eramcel 
af honour in the drawing room. In 


phatagrapls found a place 
only one small snapshot of Altaf 


Salma Bi's album here was 
in which his incivichual features were blurred and indistinct. 
Now every feature was clear. 

As long as Salma had been in the house there was mot 
much talk oof the son who lived! abroad. But now, in her 
state of loneliness, Keguin could talk of nothing else. Critls, 
after all, were birds of passage. They staved in them puere Tits: 
short while before flying off to their own 
Whether they lived at home 
dio the family. Begum would 
three years left for him to 


house only fora 
nests, But boys were different, 
orabroad, they always belonge 
count the days. There were only 
finish his stuclies. 
*“Bitia, come here. whe 
eqll. “Which room shall we prepare 


re are your? Kea-anez!” Begum would 
for Altaf?” she would ask 
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as if he was arniving on the night train. “Let us clean it now, | 
will be so overjoyed when he comes that ] won't be able to do 
anvihing.~ 

“Salma Bi's room, Amma Begum,” Kaneez would say just 
what Begum wanted to hear. “Alright, tomorrow vou and I 
will get the room ready.” Begum would decide. 

But amid her daily chores Kanees would forget all about 
‘tomorrow’. Not just that, for weeks she would forget to comb 
her hair. She would even forget to look at herself in the small 
mirror placed in Begui's box of ornaments. She cid nor think 
of Daadi, bhoat, Mumtaz or Sammi anvinere, Ad Chammi, 
it was as if she had never given birth to Chammi, Sometimes 
she would even forget where she was; and as for Begum — 
whom she loved more than life — was she her adopted mother 
or just a dry leaf? 

Then a leer from Altaf would arrive after months, anc 
Begum would forget all her pain and ge dancing around the 
house, 

The rains were over. The air was stuffy. Atleast that is what 
Kaneer felt. There were beads of perspirauon on her slender 
nese and upper lips, She could mot force herself te eat. With 
difficulty she could manage half a rot. For some reason she 
was really missing Daadi, That was the day a letter from Altaf 
had come in the pert, 

*Kanecz! Did vou hear?” Begum suddenly appeared, her 
bunch of keys janeling. Kaneez got up with a start. These days 
the slightest sound would ser her heart allutter. “Altal Mian 
wants my permission to bring a daughter-in-law home for me. 
Such a fine bahu that she won't even seem a foreigner. Oh! 
What have | done to deserve this fate?” Begum’s voice was 
choked. Kaneez kept sitting in the same disinterested posture, 
as if something on the road had caught her eve from the 
kitchen window, | 

“Khudanabhwasta that | get a pork-eating hahu in this house, 
Why would such a girl do anv work with her hands? All her 
husband's pay will go on cooks anv hearers. Alas! after 
spending every bit of my savings on these children | an bi 
with nothing to live on. 1 will never allow hurt eh die this. will 
write and tell him that [ will never forgive bun. I will commut 
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Stuicide, take poison, 
sacnificed my whole 
bahu would bring 
now. 


“Why didn't you get him married off be 
objected, 


then let him do what he likes, 
life for him. And I had hopecl that my 
me some joy.” Begin was wailing loudly 


] have 


fore he lef?” Kaneez 


| “looked and looked for a suitable girl, There were many 
like Salma, fashionable and educated, But | could never find 
one equally well versed in domestic arts SOMmeg re good- 
looking. -Mamicone lke...” Begum looked inte space at if 
searching fer me ung and Kanee?s theuehet, ler how 
much Daadi paid for her ticket 1 Moradabsel?” 

; Suddenly Begur spoke as if in a trance. “Someone like... 
like... you... | mean... .” she stammered. And Raneez's 


entire being was electrified. She sat for a while, tiinb. 


, Then 
she sprang 


tp stich, like a machine, started tackling all the 
neglected chores of the house. 


That very clay Altaf Mian's room was reacly, 

Alda. before any other work was done Altaf Mian's roc 
WHE dusted. Once atain the whole house sparkled as EE Ut tected 
yust been bubs, Begum’s entire body was Massacre so 
thoroughly that even ler pain would hide in a corer: her 
hair oilecl so clefily that the ob] would disappear inte her sealp 
and it would be no miracle if the grey were to turn black! 
Begum would pet hoarse praising and blessing her, but Kanecez 
Was Hireless. In ber keenness to economise, she would not eat 
even il she was very hungry. Bewum tried to detain her atthe 
dining table, but she would move away saving, “lam mot 
hung.” The household accounts showed a net saving. One 
day, she even firerl the dhobi, “He is charging us Iwo annas 
even for sinall clothes; money won't burt us,” she woulel say, 
Begun triecl to stop her burt it was no use. And when she wore 
the sparkling clothes washed by Kaneez, she could not but 
sa¥. “Shahash!" “i 

After finishing her work, when she sat down for a moment, 
there would be a smile on her lips and a surge of joy in her 
heart, making her pale face lightup, Her burning blood woule 
sing in her veins, but suddenly she would break inia a sweat 
and feel faint. Then one div, when she could mat take it any 
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more, she fell on the kitchen floor in a dead faint. The doctors 
said that she was suffering from acute anaemia. 

Spring turned to autumn, Seasons came and went But like 
a wount-up machine, Ranees was busy with her daily grime. 
Looking at her, Begum would feel fnghtened. “Vou dont care 
a bit for your health, my child. Why don’t you sit by mic for a 
while: And if vou don't eat you will get fainting fits evervday” 

Begum’s sympathetic eves would follow her [rail form as it 
moved around the house. Like an obstinate spirit she darted 
restiessly in and out of the rooms of that house surrounded by 
eucalyptus, teak, and gular trees. 

Salma was now the mother af wo children. The last time 
she visited she was expecuing the third, Time had even left its 
mark on the clean, new houses. The mango tree Chamimi had 
planted from a seed was as tall as she would have been now. 
Kaneez would whit past that tree creating a breese that would 
make it shiver. This speed this rush had, by now, hecome a 
habit. 

One day, in the peak of summer, Altaf Mian returned. Such 
amajor incident. Such incredible joy. tt had actually happened. 
Tears of happiness filled Begum’s eves. Salma talked merrily 
in aveice even louder than Daadi’s, Deprived of their mother's 
attention, her children howled louder than Chammi ever did. 
Salma Bi's husband could not have enough of Altaf's stones 
of the wonders of the West. And Raneez. .. she would wash 
her face every few minutes in the kitchen, then come in to 
catch a glimpse of the happy family. Only once she caught 
Alias glance and almost fainted. “My goodness! How he 
stares!” she would sav secretly to herself, then go back to the 
kitchen to wash her face. 

“Mai, can vou bring some water?” Altaf's throat was dry from 
singing praises of the West. 

“Son! Don't call her that.” Begum was annoyed. “She is such 
agood girl, Itis only because of her that my monthly expenses 
were reduced to fifty rupees and I could send you two or four 
hundred every month. She is no thief... and such an 
accomplished girl! Even Khan Bahadur Wasim's daughter ts 
accomplished. [was thinking. . . of her... for ver!” 

“Amma, what about my glass of water?" 
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“Kaneez.. You haven't brought the water, Have you gone 
deaf, girl?” Begum rose grumbling. 

No one brought any water. Kaneez, in washing her face, 
had finished all the water. She did not even recognise the 
oddness of her behaviour. She just walked under the trees 
stepping on the heaped-up fallen leaves. “These trees are so 
useless’ she thought mindlessly, “The leaves have been 
gathered so many times this morning and yet there are dead 
leaves cverywhere. 

Leaving the house, she reached the widest road in Civil 
Lines. The kitchen had felt so cold. She felt acute rheumatic 
pain in her joints. Her dupatta flapped in the burning, howling 
summer wind. But she walked further and further away. 

Suddenly, fecling verv tired. she sat by the gate of a big 
house. Her throat was parched but it did not occur to her that 
she could drink water from a tap near where she sat. She just 
sat fingering the iron grill of the gate. All around her yellow 
leaves rustle in the hot breeze. 

A brand new car emerged from the gate. A fragrant new 
Begum alighted and came towards haneez. 

"Aren't you Kaneez? Weren't you working at Salma Gi's 
house?” Young Begum asked lightly. 

Kaneez kept silent. 

"Did they turn you owt?” The young woman raised her 
evelrcws. 

Kanees still said nothing. 

The lady walked towards her car, thought for a minute and 
returned. "Why don't vou stay with me? [ will provide you with 
shelter anel clothing. | will treat you like a mother.” 

Rhaneces was stunned. “Mother... mother of this young 
woman? What would people say! Has everyone gone blind... 
and lam net even thirtywhree yet" 

Picking up a dry leaf she crushect it in her hand with all her 
atremgth, In a matter of five years she had become old. She 
could not believe it, A few tears tickled down her face and 
were lost in the fine lines. A lock of greving hair fell on her 
forehead. Ina moment she hac gathered before her a mound 
of crusted leaves. 
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Khadija Mastur 


Born in Lucknow in 1087 she was educated in small schools 
and, later, privately at home, She remembers growing up in 
an environment in which politics, art, hiterature anil poctry 
were freely discussed, Khadija wrote her first stary im P42 at 
the age of Glteen in the jourtial, Abaftoone Masdrag, anil her 
first collection ef afsanat, Abel was publisheel in 144 In 149, 
during the Partition, she migrated to Pakistan. She wrote two 
novels, Agen and Zameen. The former received the Aadamyee 
prize, the highest award for literature in Pakistan, She wrote 
about the problems faced by refugees after Partition, She tlicel 
in Lahore on 192. 
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"The lawn is not all that dry.” thought Shamim Akhtar as she 
entered the gate of her home. ‘Anyway, | have no one to blame 
but myself. | never paid it much attention nor watered it even 
for single day, but now with the first shower all the plants have 
revived.” She walked in with small measured steps. “What a 
fine gentleman!’ she therwghit, “how kinel anc consiclerate, and 
how sympathetic about the plight of the muhajirs. Bur how 
could he have known that [have been a mohapy trom the very 
beginning? It's not that [was ravaged just before coming here, 
I was destroyed a long, long time age, But life goes on 
somehow... and 1am sill alive, Although, how one can go on 
living like this, T dont know." 

She reached her room and sat down on her beel without 
changing her clothes. Since she hadn‘t hac to walk all the way 
today she was not tired at all, Every day when she returned 
from college she regretted that she could not even buy a 
second-hand cvcle — she hae to walk all that distance. Her 
fect hurt anel she would sit on her rocking chair and press her 
aching feet tor a while. 

"He was such a decent man. Otherwise why should he have 
cared if |] got wet? There were so many others who must have 
scen me walking in the rain, but no one stepped. Not a car 
nor a tonga. Only he was kind enough to inviile me to get into 
his car. And such courtesy! He asked me about my life, He was 
so polite. And with what case [lied to him, We were this and 
we were that. We lost evervthing in the riots. Now we have no 
one here whom we can call our own, ete ete. When be reached 
my college he tuned towards me with such sincerity, Althe righ 
he could have looked at me all along, be did nod, T hack just 
gone and satin his car at his invitation, so foolishly, without 
thinking. But he turned oute be such a nice man, “lam your 
neighbour, you ever necd me, just call. Lan at your service.” 
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Thank God the world has not ended for me, My life is not yet 
over and there are still some decent people left,” Thoughtfully, 
she rested her head againse the back of the chair. 

“Shami bet, come ane eat something! Then you can rest 
all you want and Twill robs vewr forehead. These long hours of 
teaching must have given you a headache.” Amma had been 
sitting on a currie inthe courtyard fora very long time, waiting 
for her to eat She came out and sat down quicdy by her side 
Without her usual grombling about being tered. Naseem was 
also sitting nearby strugeling with her course books, She cid 
noteven look at Shamim. They had had a fight that morning. 
Shamim hacl been urving to get ready to go te college with 
nething to book forward to, when Naseem brought out her 
torn clupatta. “Apa, please, can you buy two new clupattas for 
me? | promise to make them last the whole year. Look at this, 
Tecan hardly wear it to college now.” 

“Go and ask Amma!" Shamim shouted, “1 hardly have any 
money dorm own shrewd anvanore.” Nascem burst inte tears 
and, covering her face, ran out of the room, After she had left 
Shamam cried at her own leartessness. [t had become her 
habit to talk pudely to people, then feel sorry and cry. But she 
could net bring herself to apologise and make up. That was 
why she was considered very bad4tempered and rude, and na 
ene in the house eared much for her, 

While she ale, she looked up at Naseem. She was looking 
wery pretty. “Are you still angry? Can you forgive me? It wee 
long ume since she had spoken so kindly to hen sister. “Ive. 
Naseem picked up her books and went to her room, “May 
God never, never make one dependent on one's relatives! 
She threw the books on her bed. Inthe next room her foe 
younger brothers and sisters were playing. “it Laer make any 
noise, Pwill hash vour heads in”! she shouted, wanting everyone 
to know how angry she was. Pree . 

Helplessly, Shamim looked at her mather. I live only 
for them, and they are now even grateful.” She wils being 
very sentimental toclay, “Amma, are you alse unhappy witli 
ee Htush,” said Amma tearfully. She took her head in her lap 
and gently started rubbing her temples. Shamim shut her eyes 
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like a child. "What a kind man," she thought again a5 soon as 
her eves closer. 

Amma was overjoyed to see her so peaceful and happy. 

She hac been so diffident of lave, She would go to her 
college, come back, cat, and if someone tied to talk to her 
she was invariably irritated, Then she would go inside, lic down 
quicily and sleep fora while. After getting up atic would force 
herself to try to mend some of her brothers’ and sisters’ old 
clothes. Sometimes she would vigorously sweep the whole 
house, then go to her room and lose herself in her books, At 
night, tired aut, she would go to the back lawn, sit in a elirty 
old chair and crush dried leaves under her feet. 

Whenever she was in this mood, tears would slide down 
Amma's face, She would mumble to herself, “What have we 
done to be living Ike this? [1 is not casy to see my daughter's 
youth being wasted, God! she is Uhirty-six maw. She woulel sturt 
counting the vears on her fingers. ‘All the dreams and desires 
of vouth are gone,’ she would think, wiping her eyes with a 
corner of her dupatta which was saturated with the smell of 
onion and garlic. Then she would start thinking about her 
own father. ‘HPonly he had given me some education, | could 
have supported my children. She would then remember her 
hushand. “Qh, why did you leave me alone in this world te 
cope with these young childrenr You should have taken me 
along.’ She would retreat into a corner and ery er heart out, 
not wanting anyone to see her im this state, 

If Shamim found out somehow, she wouldn't console her. 
‘It's good for her to cry,’ she thought, "wich beter than 
keeping her grief botuled up inside ane geving suffocated. Tt 
may even lighten her heart. In any case this is not a one claw 
affair - it's our fate for the rest of our life. Today vou and Tare 
cring, Amma, tomorraw Naseem will cry, and then Salia, ard 
soon. Hwe live long cnough, we will soon be old and erippled, 
andl then whe will there be to look alter us?” Soon Shamim 
would get tired of her own thoughts and try to lighten her 
mood, “Never mind, Whatever is destined will happen, anyway. 
Why should | get depressed in am bicapalione 

It was just cight years ago, when she was studying for her 
M.A. that her future seemed bright and promising. She weld 
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dream of palaces, gardens and princes. She would sit ancl talk 
In whispers to her friends in their dark ane comfortable 
drawing-rooms, and wish for them a handseame civil service 
officer who diove ina big sleek car and, within a year, a lovely 
little baby i the car's bavek seat. 

“You go too Gist for us!" her fnends would blush, 

“Whatis there te blush about? [tis the dream of every girl,” 
she wolel explain. 

“You really talk like a philosopher. We're going to call you 
Miss Socrates from now on.” Evervone would then laweh, and 
once again go back te discussing all the beys in the university 
and iy te pick faults in each. 

“Yes, he is nice and rich too, but... he blinks too much 
while talking.” 

“Ves, he's okay but... his hair is very fine and straight. One 
can almost see hos scalp!" This kind of exchange would go on 
suriel eye. 

Thee cays she hacl almost forgotien that hers was a lower 
mite class damily, where life was uncertain, likely to be stalled 
atevery step. Alter giving her an eclucation her parents hac 
very high hopes for her, only she hac bet hersell look down 
from the heighes of those lofty castles, she wotild have seen 
her own reality. In fact, the moment she reconciled herself 
(and that too with great effort) to looking down, she was 
suddenly, irrenievably cashed to the ground. Just a formight 
before her exams, her father dice! of a heart attack and her 
mother, while lamenting the boss, mite it quite clear that they 
had newhing left. Shamim was her only hope. So, while herself 
gneving for her father, she was the one who had to console 
the rest of the farnily. 

Somehow she was able to pass her exams, Then began the 
tedious search for cmplovment, Within a few months, with 
some help from ber fadher's friends, she managed to find a 
job in a college. She began working, determined to help her 
siblings getan education. At the same time, she tried very hard 
io console her mother, Visits to all leer Evvenecls stopped 
completely. Most of them had get inarried and the few 
remaining ones were still whispering in darkened rooms. 
‘There is no point ..° she would think. “Why burden the hearty’ 
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So she tried to be cheerful ane spent all her spare time alter 
college with her mother, helping her around the house. 

Occasionally she would get depressed, sit by herself and 
think with a great sense of responsibility about her brothers. 
‘They are all so young, only in kindergarten!’ T hen she would 
brace herself with missionary resolve. ‘I will be so well regarded 
in society. To serve others should be one’s aim in life.” Again 
she would start hovering around Amma, not letting her feel 
sad or unhappy even for a moment, If war had not made lite 
so expensive, and she could have afforded it, she would have 
strewn her path with flowers. 

But poor Amma. .. all she could aflord now was beef. And 
eat all kinds of home-made churans to digest it, She would 
mourm ber husband and weep, bemoaning the fact that he 
had earned more than her daughter and could afford to feed 
her better meat! 

A couple of years passed, Shamim felt she had been running 
too fast and was tired! out now. She needed some time vo herself, 
some solitude. She would sit down quietly and refuse to 
recognise any shauered dream or hope rising from her 
crumbled castles of gold. ldo not know vou, she would sav 
and pick up at book to civert berself. But soon the pages would 
go blank before ber eves. Lile cloes met revolve around ver, 
she would cyto tell her dreams. She weuld put the book down, 
hold ber head in tes hanes. and once again memones would 
overpower her, She tried to shut them out ane callout to her 
fumily. 

“Amma, Salia, Naseem, where are vou all? Come ane sit 
with me.” She would talk nensense, laugh lowdly oll she felt 
exhausted. “Service is all thaw matters. [t's noblest to serve,” 
she would chant the lesson again anc again. “Besides they are 
my own flesh ane blood.” She, who tised to always complain 
about the nights bemg se short that she could hardly wake up 
in the morning and pet ready, was now finding them so long 
that she could mot sleep through them. 

Several vears wernt by, aed she became more confused. Her 
life was like stagnant water, no change, no nipples. Just the 
routine of going to college and returning home. Sle had no 
Interest inanvihing, What is the port? The more one sees the 
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worse one feels, she would rationalise. But day by dav. she 
bee arene: shor-lempered, geting Lory al the lighters pretext, 
then feeling back abowt it for a long time. Hardly ever clidl she 
Taught any mare . - 

The crucial decision had been made. There were riots 
everywhere in the country. Then came independence and 
Panition. Who coulel have ever imagined sat partition that wend 
be ushered in by a pile of corpses rather than songs of joy 
Thete wis <0 mach destruction ane jravenc vhvat penple left 
everthing bebieel. The fear of death drove them to wherever 
thev cowl finel a safe lwen te hice. Her fannily we abaticbomect 
then heme with all its belongings and migrated to Pakistan. 
Hinds from Pakistan had alse fled their homes, (illeed with 
everthing. These abandoned! houses seemed like houses of 
death. Peaprle just tek passession of whichever heme they 
found vacant. Fires were lit again in stoves, there was siteke it 
the chimneys PMC More. The deel were mournee suniel the 
missing were looked for, Antique family furniture was broken 
down for firewoor, expensive curtains were torn to make 
chadarm. .. The houses of death woulel look on with waeant 
eves as ifte say, Whe? What ts all thiss What has happened. . .?' 

Shamim Akbtar’s family found shelter in one such house, 
allotted bya local official. The owners of the place had perhayes 
assessed the situation cary cough, so there was nothing init 
excepta dew broken chines, some cmp boxes ane) some punk. 
While she was cleaning up Agia fod a few fess decrepit 
chairs which cenlel still be used. When she finished and found 
wooment to rest, she started cringe again, remembering her 
hushane’s home whieh was full of things hanced down [rom 
Beneration to gencration. After leaving her alone for a long 
time Shamim tried to cheer her up. She was more concerned 
about petting a job than worrying about what thev tad tet 
behinel She also knew that the monev from the sale of ber 
mother's gold bangles would mot last very long 

In ewe months she found a job in a college. When she had 
settled down a litle, she looked around at her mew home, I 
hid tem roms andl many verandahs, anc the house, 
surrounded bv tall trees looked quite desolate. She hacl always 
wanted a hig house, but now that she had got one it seemed 
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very lonely. One room was occupied by Nascem. In the other, 
Amma had put her own bed, and the third became Shamim’'s 
bedroom. Her younger brothers and sisters had the min of 
the rest of the louse, 

When she got her first salary, she ordered some comlortable 
chairs. In the evening she would take one chair cut to the 
lawn which was full of plants and Mowers. With vacant eyes she 
would stare into the distance, There were rows of houses on 
both sices of the revel, surrounded by huge wees. Many of 
them belonged to people who had Mecl for uve lives, anc 
were still unoccupied, They were all dark, without the slightest 
glimmer of light. Cinly stray dogs would roam around them 
and howl in the night. In the evening the road hiumned with 
activicy. Dogs on leashes, ayahs with children, and well dressed 
young couples strolling along. She wouldl lock at them blankly 
and her heart woulel sink. She had never felt so lonely in her 
father’s howse which was right in the heart of the caw. Here, 
there was nothing bata broken chain of memeornes and desires, 

‘I did natwanta hig house in such a quiet place,’ she would 
think sadly. “What good is ito me now? Can't [ wet a small 
house inane of the galis of the inner city where | can hear the 
vendors shouting the whole day?’ Resting leer head on the 
back of the chair, she would feel utterly depectedd. By the time 
she went in, dinner would be ready and she would eat quietly, 
Amuna hael started looking at her with great concern, but she 
would trv te avoid her gare. 

After a year the rehabilitation officer divided the house 
in two. One portion was allotted to them and the ether to 
someone else. Amimoa made a great fuss, cried, pleacect and 
claimed that they had ledta palatial house behind, but mo 
one listened, The very next day an older couple with half a 
dozen young girls and lots of expensive luggage came to 
stay. They started cleaning and painting their portion. A 
gardener was engaged and the whole dav their furniture 
was arranged tothe sound of blaring music fram the radio. 
Inthe evening, chairs were placed on the lawn anid the whole 
family would sit outside. Then began a stream of visitors, 
young ancl ald, in long sleek cars, who would be welcomed 
by the girls with great coquetry, ascene which made Amma 


Scanned with CamScanner 


Flame of the Desert 111 


feel quite jealous. “What type of mohajirs are these? They 
don't seem to lack anvthing." 

Shamim did not once reply. As it was, she hardly talked to 
anyone these days. Amma was jealous of the neighbours’ life- 
ale. There was a noticeable difference bemeen the two 
portions of the house, One was newly whitewashed, with a lush 
green lawn, the other had dry weeds which felt like thorns 
underfoot All the Mowers had died because Shamim never 
watered them. The mew neighbours made her feel restless. In 
the ewenngs, the girls would laugh and talk loudly, speaking 
int Wirelt and suddenly switching te English, only tc start 
speaking Urdu again. And the voung men would give them 
such adoring looks. She would be siting only a few feet away 
but ne one would look in her direction or if they dic, in would 
be asf they were looking ata lifeless object. With an aching 
heart she remembered her university days when she was the 
centre of attraction. Then she would feel humiliated and 
hate herself. Insignificant! she would sav and cry herself to 
sleep. 

Within the vear, one of the girls next door was marricd to 
one of the young vistors, There was great festivity for a few 
davs. Amma hid herself and cried! quietly. Shamim knew why 
Amma was crving, she did not want to ask her anvhing. We 
will also have lots of fun when Naseem gets married, she 
thought, ber heart fillec] with sadness. She pretended not to 
care but when the girl left her home with her tneshanel ina 
Nower-bedecked car, she felt.as if someone had stabbed her in 
the heart: she cried all through the night, 

More dav passed, and the routine continued. She stopped 
sitting in the trent lawn. The second daughter would come 
out with a vounge can ane would ignore her completely, They 
would stand under a tier right where she was sitting and ne 
matier how much she pretended not to hear, she knew exactly 
what they were whispering. 

Gradually she became so irritable and difficult that she 
would pick a quarrel at the slightest excuse, She would shout 
and accuse her mother and sisters of ruining her life. Evervone 
hecame so afraid that they avoided saying anything in front of 
her, but complained bitterly behind lier back. Noone, except 
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Amma, had any sympathy for her, When Amma heard the 
others grumbling she would tearfully wry to explain, “She has 
wasted the best years of her life for all of you, She is Uhirty-ix 
years old. [fshe had got married she would be the mother of 
iwe kids by now, besides living comfortably in her own home. 
She has ever lost her good looks.” 

Today Amma was pleasantly surprised to see her so happy 
and relaxed, Naseem was still angry, even after she had 
apologised, but the tension of the entire house seemed to have 
eased. There were noomore fights, shouting, accusations oF 
tears. It was as if someone had scraped off the laver of 
wopleasaniiness fron hier face. She was peacehal when she came 
back dram work and mewed about the howse with a serene and 
guileless expression on her face, ike an angel. For several 
days, she kept thinking of the incident on that muny evening. 
She wentover every derail, How he had held the steering, low 
many tines he moved or tumed his beac. His way of talking, 
andeven the litte mole on his chin. It suddenly dawned on 
her, after seven days, that his inviting her to sit in his car may 
not have been casual courtesy, but perhaps something more! 
Saichderly she felt a great bond with him, a booed of lowe which 
made her feel romantic and dreamy. Love can be so 
Wansiorming! She was ne longer indifferent about her 
appearance. She would ger ready with great care. Whenever 
she passed by his gave she would find herself shaking with 
apprehension, On his lawn she would sec just four empey chairs 
andl servants moving about, 

She met him one night just as the new moon hid behind a 
tree. “Tlove vou... .° She was urembling all over. His laugh was 
eo innocent as he said, “) liked you the verv first day | saw vou 
ane! [ couwlel not Tear to see VOU gel wel in the ram. You co 
know, don't you, that [love you too. “Noo She was crying. It 
was after such along time that her wish hac come wue. To be 
able vo rest her forehead on someone's shoulder and ery to 
her heart's content She kept cong and he kept consoling 
her, whispeiig ane sweannge lislove, The moon disappeared 
behitd the tall trees. Aiiving stepped coving she wanted to 
laucl aloud like a chile, bu was afraid that someone mig hit 
hear. So she went on whispering in his ear of her sleepless 
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nights anc restless davs since she had met him. He just kept 
looking al her with tenderness. 

Now she started meeunz him every day. She seemed so lost 
that Amma became warmed and imagines the worst, “Are you 
all right, Bitta? Dias yer feel any weakness?” 

“OF course not, Amma. | am perfectly all mght,” she would 
say, ging her adorned smile, 

“Why don't vou go and see a doctor?” 

“Amma! You're really impossible.” she would reply, 
laughing happily and then suddenly fechng shy. 

“May God keep you well and save vou from the dreaded 
disease of TB." Arma would raise her hands heavenwards 
and pray. She seemed so frail that Amma worried about her 
constantly, 

iy now she was meeting him every night under the same 
tree where ber neighbour's daughter, unimindiul of her 
feelings. had walked arounel with her lover. Then one day she 
hal left in a Nower-bedecked car like her older sister. “No 
power on earth can take vou away from me mow, Yoru rvust 
believe me.’ He would take her into his arms and repeat these 
words again and again. ‘We will be together until our last 
breath. No one can separate ws... never And her heart would 
sing... ‘Twas so lonely without vou; my life was so barren and 
now lam fulliled.' She wanted te kiss him but felt shy anc hid 
her face in her hands. [twas as if they were flying on a magic 
carpet. 

Today the sky was bright and clear, Nowa single clone was 
to be seen, A full moon was visible in the sky The tall trees 
were standing still. Occasionally there was a rustle areong he 
leaves as astray bird vied co find shelter forthe night, then all 
would be quiet once again. [i was sill quite early but on this 
silence inseemed like midnight. Now and again, there was the 
ain of a car paekSsiThde tiv al great apreced, then slence wenlel 
descend again. The neighbours had gone out to see a film so 
it was all quict there, too, She was the onhy one who was walking 
about in this silence, but in great pain. The quiet beauty of 
the night was making her smoulder inside. Her heart was crving 
out She was desperate to mect him, and meet him now! She 
wanted to become one with him. She wanted to kiss him. She 
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wanted to lie at his feet and ery. She fel that if'she was separated 
from him even a moment longer, she would surely die, She 
had become crazed with the intensity of ber desire, 

On their own, her feet slowly moved beyond the boundary 
of her heuse across her lawn. Walking in the shadows of the 
moonlight drenched trees, she found! hersell knee kg riz abl whe 
closed door. Light from inside shone through the yliss panes 
of closed windows. Soft western music was playing on the racio. 

“Who is it? Oh. it's vou!” The door opered and there he 
was. He bent his head, then straightened up. She was standing 
there speechless, looking at him with a strange expression. 
Drowning in her love for him, 

“Yes, can | do anvthing for you?” He sounded very formal. 

“Nothing. Nothing at all. thank you.” She turned around 
quickly. She dic mot even glance back to see him standing 
there, completely puzzled. 

After all, it was only the second time that he had met her. 
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Sajida was in a foul mood. In the morning the school 
Inspeatress haat picked many Faults with her class and her 
teaching methends, As a result, she had been reprimanded by 
the headmistress. Returning home that div, Sajida was most 
depressed. She had lost her next increment, and she was tceling 
lest tine! alone. All she wanted wis to reach home and go 
straight tasleep, There was such along way to go yet On both 
sides of her tonga were speeding cars. Everyone nding in them 
seeirbesc) sev byinpagyy. 

Fach cay, when she finished school, she would automatically 
turn towards haene. She elie not need to hurry back. Ever since 
Stie lil taken the responsibility of deer entire family on ler 
frail shoulders, her avather had learnt te trast her, In any case 
she was no longer a young girl whe feecded to be chaperoned, 
ad) she dict net like going aut anvway Whenever she dic. she 
felt lonely ancl out of sorts for cays alter, LH she went 09 see a 
film, the visions on the sereen would (rosirate her more than 
ever and she would leave the hall halfway throughs, 

Whenever her mother coulel spare some money from the 
househelel expenses, Sajiche woulel spemel ion the way home, 
onoroses. Tiwas ao old habit. She would lease them on the 
lable ancl po inside to wash wp. As Amina started ler tale of 
woe, she would slump ina chair boldling ber headin ber hanes, 

Sow her tong had tummecd olf the cemented road ane! was 
entering the oaereaw alanis lanes, Elatitkhed by caclaverens- 
looking old howees. The sinell from ive deains greeted her, a 
sure SEN tha she was nearing home. She loved ler onusty, 
fifty year cll bemase, Giluhy wen tibenerhesed gre ever pacpotalaat ec 
area. [twas here thatthe springtime of ber youth had vieledled 
lo the antumn of middle age. Now, pucging from the grey in 
her hair, even ler winter was not lar away, 

She used to dream thatone day when she had a beuer job 
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and Akhtar was grown up and working, they would move toa 
bigger louse in the city, in a better and cleaner localiry, But 
not anyvinere, She was now content to spend her remaining 
years in this dump. This was her revenge; revenge against 
hemelf to expiace the guilt of unfulfilled desires, 

For the last few vears she had been behaving very strangely, 
She would long for something with all her bean, but just as 
her wish was about to be granted she would quictly back off. 
Ever since her childhooel, her hopes had been soured and 
her dreams shattered. The small pain had become a big ache 
now. She thought of hersell as the world’s most insignificant 
creature, so casily overlooked! 

Lonely she had always been, She found everyone around 
her sellish and self-centred, In the past she had been driven 
by fear, Like most mothers, hers too wanted to keep strict 
control over her. Hever she felt like cevolting, she would curb 
herself with great effort. She hael learnt to live in an imaginary 
world, where she had many admirers and she could do what 
she wished, Beautiful and interesting people filled her world. 
She would lie in bed anc lose herself in this world, acting out 
her favournte fancies, 

When she grew older she started showing an interest ina 
few things. School, friends, flowers, clothes. But ber heart 
would (utter with fright at any litde unexpected incident. On 
the surtace she seemed seriows and seber, but she became 
intensely romantic. Her effervescent imagination would nun 
riot and send ripples threugh her heart. Asghar's little laugh, 
a glance from aman, a new bride's face, any or all al these 
would be woven into fantasies in her private world. That world 
was so vast that it could contain the whole universe. 

Gradually Sajida started te fost interest in the real world! 
Her friends Zubaida, Sarah and Rehana would gossip endlessly 
and whisper secrets in each others’ ears. The whole louse 
would reverberate with their ringing laughter. They would 
lease one another, remark on the single men around, match 
one with the ether, secreuly hope that they too would be 
matched and take their turn at feeling coy. Put Sajida took no 
part in any of this. . 

She staved by herself in her own world. A world in which 
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there was no father with a ferocious moustache or mother with 
a forbidding glare. Instead there woulel be strange men who 
would beckon ber to them. She woulel be drawn to one, then 
push him aside and move towards another, Among then wis 
the face of her teacher's brother whe would turn up on some 
pretext or other whenever she was alone. Her glance would 
caress his half naked body, clacl in sports shorts. He would ask 
Sajida the date, her faveurite colour and the latest in books. 
There was alse the face of her teacher whe was an Mork. stuchent 
and would always getup when she enieredl, take off his clark 
glasses amd salute her respectfully. The other fee was Ther 
chachi's brother, who woulel revale iver with stories of his 
amaving travels all ower the world, his business alfairs anel, in 
return, would receive her charming smiles as his reward, Then 
all these faces would merge. Like a potter, she would break 
them up. knead them together and fishion a new image. This 
would have the physique of ber teacher's brother, the intellect 
of her aviot’s brother and the indelinable sorrow of her teacher 
which acknowledged his own inferoriey viss-vis her superiority, 

‘Thus, having created her own Laver, she lost herself in his 


worship. Outward), die comained the samme seriots girl, always 
busy. going te schent every day with never a smile or a werd to 
spuire, oheving ber mother to the letter, But alone, she well 
lie down in her room and stare at the walls, So one could 
guess what storms raged in her lonely heart. Her imagined 
lover would meet her several times cach dav. There was no 
need for them ta wait for the night or to fear being seen by 
people. Her mother would worry seeing her looking so forlorn, 
her father would observe her with troubled eves. Even her 
fiends would nudge each ether and point at her. Maat she would 
just hiweh; her seco was safely lodged within her and no one 
woke) ewer FUess. 


As soon as Sajida stepped inside the house she saw a heavyset 
man sitting on achairin the ceurivard, reading the paper. 
She hesitated al the door but her mother called out: 

‘Come in. Sajica. itis only Rasheed, mot a stranger, Gord 
knows how he happened to remember us today. We has come 
ro visit with Najma ancl he kiels.” 
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Najma was surrounded by her three children, two boys 
anda baby girl. The hays were plaving in the courtyard with 
Asghar, Sajida was in no mood to welcome any guests, specially 
the uninvited! [twas the last week of de month and five guests! 
Why should anyone come unasked? Amma had the habit of 
complaining to the relatives that they never visited. hut 
Sajida.. she did not want to mect anvorie she had known in 
the past. This was partly due two their genteel poverty and the 
effort to appear respectable, and partly to her spinster hood. 
If she wasn't married and her lair had tumecd grev it was ne 
one else's business. She was quite happy by herself if only her 
nich relatives would leave her alone, and not make her feel 
worse by showing off their wealth, 

“How are vou, Sajicda?” Rasheed smiled at her. 

“Fine, thank vou, and how are Najoa ane the childrens” 

Sucldlenly she recallecd that whenever soaneone mentioned 
Najma’s name she felt something inside her snap. Once she 
hac turned a girl owt of her class for having called out houdly 
to a persan named Ds chp Ea, 

She looker! at Najma while taking off her shoes. Najma had 
aged like a much used utensil, Her bulging stomach explained 
her sallow complexion ane emaciated looks. Sayela felt sorry 
for her andl offered her the flowers, 

“Here, Najma, seme roses for you.” 

Najma asker her son to take them as she felt toa weak to 
getup herself. Rasheed’s sor was a manner irrage el his father 
in bovheod. The same dark eves full of misehiet, the same 
build and the same lock of thick dark hair falling over his 
forehead. He took the Howers fram her and asked, “For who 
dick vou get these flowers?” 

“You sill have the old habit of putting flowers in your lairl™ 
Rasheed tied i search for some message in her eves, but one 
look and he felt he had stepped on nettles by mistake, 
Forgettung the sanlals which were still dangling on her feet, 
Sajida sank in a sea of memories, How she had loved to put 
flowers in her lovely long hair. Once her sister-in-law had 
scolded her, “Sajida, vou should not go out with your hair 
loose. People will become jealous.” Bhabi was obviously 
envious herself. And who wouldn't be! Anyone could have 
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fallen for her lovely hair. One eager young boy actually did 
lose his heart. He would bring fresh rosebuds hidden in his 
pocket and wait for hours for the night opportunity to give 
them to her, She would be in a great harry, running around 
the house like an express train, iving to get realy to go to 
school, but when she saw Rasheed she would forget everything 
ancl stand in frome of the mirror combing her hair. 

Poor Rasheed hada long Waly bor peo Le reach her, First he 
had te pass through Abba, sit with him for a long time 
discussing international politics, listening to descriptions of 
new medicines, of how to use them, and their good or bul 
properties. Then he had to cope with Amma and hear all about 
family squabbles, gossip, and ncighbours’ evil deeds, At Last 
he would take the reses out of his pocket. 

“(hachi, | have brought these flowers for vou,” he would 
say beotaclly see Sajicla conalel hear, 

“Have vou taken leave of vour senses, beta? You think | 
should put flowers in mv white hair?” 

“But, Chachi, vou have te take them. [have specially brought 
them with so much effort fren wo far.” as of he really had to 
underge physical labour just to carry two rosebuds! 

Sill, Armuma would refuse ane bee wouldl start his threags. 
“Okay, Chachi, if vou will not accept them, | will crush and 
trample them underfoot just now,” 

“No, beta no, itis asin to threw away such lovely flowers. 
Why don't you give them to Sajja, she loves flowers.” 

"All righe. if you insist Pwoll give them to ber today, but 
tomorrow you have got to take them.” Me would throw the 
Nowers at and she would stick her tongue out at him. 

Gradually Sajida’s imaginary lover came alive, exactly as she 
had created him. There was nothing lacking. Her world 
stididenly became beoaght and coludul. She would go aleout 
smiling anel honmming to herself. Amma woedel stop her work 
and look at her enquiringly. She no longer sought solinide, 
but wanterdl to visit her friends. take part in their whispered 
conversation, listen to possip and learn all about the 
misdemeanors of voung men in her locality. Tat her earlier 
reputation stowed in her way. All the girls were awed by her 
dignity and aloolness. Her aunts hele ber up as an example to 
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their wayward young daughters and Amma's heart would be 
filled with pride at her exemplary daughter. 

What she would not do to express her jov! She felt like 
shouting trom the rooftep to announce her happiness. The 
ver’ thought mide her smile. Her only outlet was to play with 
Asghar. tickle him ane tease him, so she could laugh as loudly 
asshe liked with him and thous express the joy bouled up insicle. 
She would never forget the dav when she had asked Asehar to 
buy some flowers for her, She was standing by the door behind 
the curtains when suddenly Rasheed came in and walked 
straight into her. The delicate circlet of Mowers she was holding 
fell from her hands and was crushed under his feet. She was 
so shy she almost died. Thank god there was no one else 
around, 

Rasheed bent down automatically and lifted her up. He was 
very sorry to see the broken bangles and the crushed flowers, 
Her hean was beating ver fast. She ran inside and fell on her 
bec, She was afraid Amma may have got up heanng this nicket, 
but thank goedoess she wis fast asleep, “What an accident! 
she thought li seemed she had been crushed by the Himalayas, 
not just colliced with her cousin! She kepe ccliving the moment 
that Rasheed had ditted her up by her shoulders. She felt as if 
she had left pan of herself clinging to his hanels, or that he 
had trampled ber ancl left, while she was being scattered like 
petals in the breese. Sajida kept dreaming. . . a lovely long 
dream. In one hour she hal livecl a whole lifetime. 

The nextday Rasheed came with a similar offering of flowers 
in his hand. “Chachi. if someone breaks something very 
precious belonging ta another, how can it be compensated?” 

“Who am [to pass jodgement on such amoral issues” Amma 
was stitching the border of a new quill “Il guess you shoule 
replace it.” 

“You are absolutely right, Chachi.” he said looking at Sajida’s 
worried face, “Yesterday in your house | trampled on 
someone's flowers by mistake, so | have come to compensate 
and replace them.” 

“Compensate? What are you talking aboutr” Amma's eyes 
opened wide in surprise, 

But Rasheed said nothing, Just took owt the Nowers, mace 
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afew ritual circles with them over ber head and left them by 
her site. 

“He is such a nice boy,” remarked Amma, “Not at all like 
his mother. (f she were like her sen, would | ever speak badly 
of her?” 

And suddenly millians of rosebuds bloomed in Sajida's 
lonely heart, and their tragrance permeated her senses. Now 
her make-believe world seemed so nediculous to her Uiat she 
visited it very rarely, and when she cic, there was no one there 
excep Rasheed, only Rasheed, 

Rasheed was in his final year of MLA, while she was about 
to finish her Intermechate. Her father decided that he was the 
mostsutivhle bow for Saja. cven though Amina did not agree— 
dida't want her backteapercd sister-in-law to become her 
see fiaer, So thet they weruill be digg like keeps all the tone! 
Bue she tid ne say in the matter. Saja was not worned abet 
her. She knew that whatever Abba decided would be final, At 
most Amma wold make a fuss, then quieten down. 

But wheever could have predicted that one clay that pillar 
of streneth, which gave her all the confidence in the world, 
would crumble unexpectedly? The house filled with doctors 
andl hakims hut ne one could revive Abba's tired heart, 

Saypitha was clashed [rom ube cop ol the cloves to the bottom 
ofthe earth, There was clespair anc danger all around her. 
has, sdoe? thewlit, fate cannot be so couel This must be a bad 
dream from which T will wake up tomernow and sec Abba 
amerkiog his hovkah while calling oul to me, “Saye beu, can 
vou please wet ome ny box of inedicines: May god bless pou 
ind grant vou all tle lick acl bapepitiess in the worked! 

Wi. but why is a girl's fate decided by god or by her mother? 
Whe gives them this powers Why could ber father not have 
said. “Geo, my darling, ane have the couniue to caree out your 
own dest in this big wicke waorlel,” 

When the iniensin of her grief abated somewhat she 
decider to share her mother’s burden, The day her Chachi's 
brother waa to send his mariage proposal for her, she wrote a 
letter te him inforiniag him of her dead! She chose the age- 
old method of lovers, From time immemorial, ever since 
society imprisoned women within the walls of the home, their 
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fate has been held in the hands of men. There is only one way 
out for a woman, be it Cleopatra. Sita or Laila. From Heer 
down to the modern college girls who flit around like 
butterflies, from man to man to anyone with open aris — 
stidenty their wings are clipped and they can fly co more. 
Then there is no way out for them except to reach for the 
botde.. . of poison, 

In any case what was there Ieft to live for. It would only be a 
matter of davs before she was forgotten. She did net even have 
a sister whe would cry for ber. Her aunts may remember their 
infameus niece occasionally, as one whe had dishonoured the 
family name. 

Vaguely she heard voices around her, and then they faced 
away. She regained consciousness after three days, in the 
hospital, where they had taken her. It took another six weeks 
before she was well enough to come home, Amma had told 
evervone that she had drink tincture of iodine, mistaking it 
for her medicine. So no one knew of the silent tragedy of her 
lowe. Not even the pring neighbours who were forever on 
the prowl, like leopards looking for prey. 

By the time she came home, the poison seemed to have 
extinguished the fire that raged within her. The cealitv which 
lav before her was this vest complex world) Her father’s death 
hac drained all the family resources. Akhnar's school lees had 
to be peated. There was no one Arn could turn to. to ask for 
money even for Asghar’s milk. Finally Amma relented and, as 
a great favour, informed Sajicla that she would agree to her 
marriage with Rasheed. She wis shocked when Sajida firmly 
refused. Rasheeel care himself to plead his case. But nenmher 
Amma's tears, nor Rasheed 's pitiahble state could persuade her 
or change her mind, Her refusal was final, 

Rasheed promised to weit for her all lis life, but his mother 
was not prepared to feta ‘commen little orphan’ stand between 
her and the fulfilment of her life-long desire — to see her son 
married, So one day Sajida got the dreaded invitation to 
Rasheed's wedding. During the marrage thie plaved hier prart 
with great enthusiasm, chuming het legitimate yng as the 
bridegroom's sister! All night she sang wedding songs with all 
the other girls, but towards the morning someone offered her 
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a paan with lots of tobacco which knocked her out Amma 
had to carry her home, Asa result she missed the arrival of the 
bride in her hushane's home. 

Years rolled by, There was no smile on her face now, Even 
her dream world was filled with deathly silence, The beekoning 
faces anel fragrant roses were lost in the wilderness. She was 
increasingly obscured by the shadows of despair. She fell inte 
the routine of going to teach every morning and then COMME 
home and helping Akhiar ane Asghar with their hanework, 
She would try her best to fulfil all their innocent lithe demanes. 
Butat night there were dark shaclows in her dreams, Sn TEAL 
how hard she wied she could not ewoke an umnages from thee 
beautiful lost world of het imagination, Her body ached all 
ever ancl every part felt so brite that she was afraid she we nile 
break with the slightest movement or burst like a balloon! She 
would getup with a terrible headache ancl be unable to eat 
She had ne time to change her clothes, and sometimes would 
even forget to take her books to school, She was always ina 
hurry te leave home because only when slic was usy at sc hienal 
dicl she succeed in forgetting evervihing, including hersell. 

Thus did nine long years pass. Akhtar finished his 
Intermediate and Asghar startedd wes to school. Sajiela hersell 
hed deft her stormy vears dar behind. She bad started using 
glasses, wore sober chuihies tu Appa older, ane at night waortilol 
reure early to heal with a serous book rather than join her 
brothers in their fun and games. or lamgh with them, 

She had managed to attain a certain level of peace and 
tranquilitvin her life, when Akhtar created ripples once again 
by announcing that he himsell would see to it that his Sajeda 
Apa married Ahmed Whai! Almed... She felt that her years of 
patience and sacrifice had come to nothing. They had been 
blown away leaving her soul naked). It was almost as if Akbar 
was saying, “We wre aware of the sacrifices you have made for 
1s, but we also koow what you really want, no matter how much 
vou pretend for our sakes.” 

How could Akhtar have guessed that his announcenvent had 
brought her tw lile again! There were animated shadows (iting 
across her book at nighe now. Thoughts of Aluonedd would eloift 
in and out of her mind. She longed for someone to whisper to 
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{orien : 
‘Minted Grespe a 


her, to Prise her for al] her sacrifices 

ter hicle these thoughts not cnly fF SARS 
her Twn self, She Ipzel newer mes hi 
film with Wuaete. clever vy bien 5 
WAS trite that ye ¢ 
ste her, bie he 


treships, She trier! 
ri Alseneel, trae even from 
1h stleoge, Ver fone toa 
Vor laughed ane keel with him tt 
Aa the house with only CMe Meri ive ae 
cys shew 8 
boas dae, leone eee make casual conversation 
Ciscussian ane COTE TE cory the iene ee 5 
le there, cutie thy Peacling a bees cilia 
According to Amma, . ) 
He had just starte 


political 
mule! alee 


Ahmed was related to whe 


) | cl sere men business here and fe 
In his new environment. Sujit 


with his visits, “My Poced neas 


ITE CTE Dycony, 
livery lonely 
La wooded Pretend she was bored 
» Shhneneed is 40 walkorive in 7 
Rasheed Wha he 2 MO LROtVe, just like 
og ee ‘ Fee Once he stants talking he lias no COMsice ration 
on irs. te thinks | have ne work in the world other than 
SHG ttl listening te hin." 
Then she woule stand by the window 

‘’alKecl away, “} i i 
lked away Poor man, He lives all alone in such at brie brentases, 

wonder whi cooks for him, He was wearing such am iuply 
Aweater. TT lial fine wool | would lave koe ng 
with a really nice pattems for him.” she w 


ancl watch him as he 


cl something 


. evtilel saul to herself 
and, listening to her, Akhtar would just shake his head silemely 


: What else could he do? Sixteen ear olel Akbitar luo always 
felt sey helpless, bent raat oll longer, *wantat He could look seal 
joh ame! suippart himself ane his family. It was time Lo gen 
Ahmed Bhai’s sweater kniwed and his food cooked, 

But that was not wo he. Too much time trael passed, Too 
much of life had been lived, Sajicla laughed! at Akhtar's 
siggestion., “Do net make fun of me and my grey hair. Why 
do vou want te stoke the fire ina cold leah? fuse leave me 
Mone. or Twill never forgive vou for VOU iMNpertinence.” 

Then she Lavon hier bel amd ered fora long time. Torlay, 
after tc Vrurs the we arounel ler leat wis ave dtaray. Akhtar 
was responsible, Her body felt completely numb. Her eves 
burned and her heart was beating very Cost. She felt as if she 
was althe centre ofa whirlpenl, The walls seemed to be closing 
Inn her... coming closer ane closer. and she was afraid she 
would be crushed between them. 

Then she saw a huge stone rolling towards ber with great 
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speed, till it landed on her with a loud thuel and she jumped. 
Amma had thrown the newspaper at her and gone. It had 
become quite dark by now, Qutside a siray dog was howling, 
having been hit by a passing cyclist. 

“Why are vou in such a hurry to leaves” Amma was saying. 
“Why doen't you stay over tonight" 

“Twill come again, Chachi... another day,” Rasheed said, 
as he tossed! the Mowers in the air. “Najria is net too well and 
the kids are a bother. Actually we had come this side lo see a 
film, and suddenly | had this great urge to come and see you 
all, so T decided to, ,. .” 

Sajida kept sitting inside, listening, rocking to and fro in 
her chair, 

After they had left, Amma came in and lit the lamp. “What 
a pity.” said she, “Il could not even ask them to stay one night, 
But | was helpless," 

“So what, Amma! How can anyone expect us to look after 
uninvited guests, .. and for how longr” 

Even as she spoke these words, she picked up the flowers 
Rasheed had left and put them to her cheek. Then she opened 
the newspaper and started looking for something interesting 
to reac. 
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Barn in Hyderabad on 195, she started! writing in 1955. Her 
first novel, Shehee Mamnve wou her mmmecdiaie recognition. It 
was followed! by Gaufiatie se Qabrnteen feck ated Sentra Sifizeaeda, 
She then mite a fearless octal attack om the sexual mores ol 
feudal Hyderabadi society about whieh she wrote mnuimer able 
stores, the most signa icant being Ofran, ane athe ker Gob urea, 
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CAST-OFFS 
Wajida Tabassum 


“No, Allah! | feel verv shy," 

“What's there to feel shy about? Haven't T taken off my 
clothes, toa?" 

“Sowa!” Chamki was embarrassed, 

“Take them off now ' Shall [tell Anna Bir" Shahzadi Pasha, 
whe knew nothing beyond giving orders, threatened, Scared 
and bashful, Ghamki, with her stall hands, first remove! her 
kurta then her pyjama. On Shahzad Pasha’s command she 
then jumped into the soapy tub with her. 

After they had finished, Shahzadi Pasha smiled 
indulgeniy and, with the arrogance of a mistress towards a 
servant, said, “Now, tell me what clothes are you going to 
wear” 

“This. My blue kurta-pyjama,” Chamki said seriously. 
Shahzadi turned up her nose in amazement, “These... these 
dirty, smelly clothes: Then what is the use of bathing?” 

Instead of answering Chamki popped a quesuon in reply, 
“Pasha, What are you weanng?” 

"Mer" Shahzach spoke with easy pride, “That glittering 
Bismillah outa which my Daacdi Amma made. Why do you 
ask?" 

Chamki became thoughidul. “I was thinking . . .7 

“What?” Shahzad Pasha asked. bristling with curiosity, 

Suddenly Anna Bi poaree), “Washi, dicl you banish me 
from the hamam to be alone with this miserable little 
wretch? Getout aonce or else | will go to Bi Pasha right 
reap 

Chamki quickly blurted out what she had been thinking, 
“Pasha, thought... ifvou and Pexchanged dupatas and 
becaitie sisters, then I. too, coulel wear your clothes,” 

“My clothes? You mean all dose clothes hing in my trunks?" 

Chamki nedder! hesitantly, feeling apprehensive, Shahzadi 
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Pasha doubled up with laughter. “Oh, nol What a silly girl! 
You are a servant. You people only wear my cast-olfs. All your 
life you will wear nothing but that.” 

Then with great care, born more of pride than of kindness, 
Shahzadi picked up the clothes she had taken off before her 
bath ancl tossed them at Chamki. “Here! Wear these, | have 
many others.” 

Chamki flared up. “Why should 1? Why don't vou wear my 
clothes?” She pointed at the filthy pale ling in a heap. 

Shahzadi hissed with anger, “Anna Bi... Anna Bi... 1" 
Anna Bi banged! at the door. Since it was not bolted it flew 
open at once. “So, you two are still naked?” Anna Bi placed a 
finger on her nose and spoke in mock anger, 

Shahzadi pulled a soft pink towel (rom the stand and 
whipped herself in it. Chamki stood as she was. Anna fi glared 
at her daughter ane said, “And you! How dare you enter the 
hamanm of Pashase” 

“Shahvadi Pasha said... you also bathe .. . with me.” 

Anna Bi looked around, terrified that someone may have 
overheard, Then pulling her out of the hamam she spoke 
roughly, “Now go to the servant’ quarters, quick! Oryou might 
catch a chill.” 

“But my clothes?" said Chamki, crumpling with shyness, 

“Dont wear these dirty clothes now. In the red crunk here 
isa kurta-pyjama that Shahzadi Masha gave the other day, Wear 
that.” 

As she stood there, naked, the litte seven year old spoke 
haltingly, “Ammini, if | am the same age as Shahzaci Pasha 
why can't she wear my castaills?" 

“Wail! Wait all Pict! Mamma that Chamki said this to me!” 

Anna Bi, scared, pickecl Shahzad up in her anms, “Pasha, 
she is mad, the whore! Why tell your Mamma of her ranting 
and paving? Don't play with her ever again! Just throw your 
shee al her and forget her.” 

Then she dressed Shahzad, combed her hair, got her ready 
and served her a steaming plate of food. After finishing her 
work when she reached her room she found Chamki standing 
there, stark naked. Looking neither lelt nor right she 
immediately started walloping ler daughter, 
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"Picking fights with those who feed you! Whore .. .! If Barre 
Sarkar throws us out where will we go? Such airs! 

In Anna Di's reckoning it was her great good fortune that 
she had been hired as awet-nurse to Shahzadi Pasha, Her diet 
was the same as that of any begum's because after all. she 
nursed the only child of the Nawab Sahib, There was no dearth 
of clothes because it was essential for a wet-nurse to remain 
clean and tidy, And the best part was uhat her child got all 
Shahzadi Pasha’s innumerable cast-olls. Handing down clothes 
was an established custom. It surely surpassed the limits of 
generosity that even silver tows and ornaments were given away 
as cast-olfs! And this scoundrel... as she grew older, she 
protested only about one thing. “Why should | wear Bi Pasha’s 
cast-ulfs:"” Sometimes she stood before the mirror antl <aicl 
with great wisdom, “Ammini! lam prettier than Bi Pasha. Then 
why cloesn'l she wear my cast-olfs?" 

Anna Bi worried about this. These were big people. If 
anyone ever got the slightest inkling that Anna's daughter had 
spoken such words, her nose anc hair would be chopped oft 
and she would be thrown out on the stireew. In any case the 
wel-nuning was long over. But it was a tradition of the house 
that annas only left when their bier left the house, That was 
why she was still here. Even so, pardon could only be granted 
ian error was worthy of being pardoned. She said, twisting 
Ghamki's ear, “I you say anvihing ever again... Just 
remember, all your life vou wall have to wear Bi Pasha’s cast- 
Offs. Lo vou understand, you clhonmkev!” 

The donkey sealed her lips but the lava kept heating up in 
ber mint, 

When she turned thirteen, for the first time Shahzad Pasha 
could not say ber provers. On the eighth day when rosewater 
vas sprinkled to mark the occasion, ber mother had such a 
shimmennge outit stitched for her thatthe eves were dazzled 
by its glitter. The costume was sequined with liule pairs of 
gold ghungroos, When Shahzadi walked the bells tinkled 
musically. In keeping with the traditions of the household even 
that... that iwaluable costume was given away as a cast-olf. 
Anna Bi was thrilled, She brought the clothes to Chamki who 
by now had grown wiser than ber years. “Ammini, accepting 
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these cast-offs as a matter of compulsion ts different. Burdon’t 
look so pleased at receiving such gilts.” 

“Oh, beta,” she said sofily, “Even if we were to sell these 
clothes, we would get at least wo hundred nipees, solid cash, 
We are indeed hicky to be living in this household.” 

“Amimini, how | wish...” Chamki saicl with reat wisthal mess, 
“that [, too, could have given some cast-ofls to Bi Pasha!” 

Anna ti struck her head with her open palm. “Allah! you 
are no longer a child, For Gord's sake come to your senses, LH 
anyone hears this nonsense, what will | do? Have some pity 
for this white-haired old woman.” 

Seeing her mother crv, Ghamki fell silent, 

hala Saliity hal started them both off together on reading 
the Gurain and the Urdu primer, Chanmki was quicker than Bi 
Pasha. When they completed the first reading of the Quran, 
Barn Pasha, out of the goodness of her heart, had anew set of 
Clothes stitched, in slightly cheaper material, for Chamki. 
Although she ultimately also aot Bi Pasha's heavy set of clothes 
as cast-offs, Chamki lowed her own set better than her own 
life, There was no insult asseciated with i. That saffron: 
coloured ourtit was beter than any of Bi Pasha’s glinering 
clothes, 

Now that Shahzadi Pasha had attained puberty and had 
studied as much as she needed to, the question of her marriage 
arose. The household started being frequented by goldsmiths, 
tailors and traders, Chamki decided that on the wedding day 
she would wear the very same saffron outfit which was no ofie's 
cast<vif, 

Barri Pasha, who was a kind-hearted woman, always ucated 
her servants like her own children. That is why she wortied 
equally about Chamki's wedding. Atlast she was able to prevail 
upen her hushanel ane fined a suitable boy for Chamki, She 
thought that in all the bustle and preparation of Shahzad 
Pasha's wedding, Chamki’s nikah could also be managed. 

When there was only one day left forthe wedding, the havell 
was overflowing with visitors, and the young irl had taken 
ever from the elders. Shabzadi was sitting ameng her fnends 
getting her feet hennwed, Suddenly she said to Chamki.” When 
you go te vour in-laws Twill put henna on your feet.” 
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"God forbid!” Anna Bi said with affection, “may you never 
touch her feet. Mis enough that you have said these kind wores. 
But just pray that her groom too turns out to be as kind as 
yours.” 

“Tut when is she getting married?” a pert litle girl asked. 

Shahvadi Pasha laughed in that old arrogant manner, dating 
back wo ber childhood. “When all my cast-olfs are discarded, 
then consider her dowry ready!" 

Castolf, castaoll, cast-off, A thousand needles pierced her 
heart. Chamki brushed off her tears and flung herself on her 
bed. As evening fell the girls startedl their dholak, All the 
obscene marriage songs were sung in girlish voices. The 
previous night there had been a ratage, and tomght again. Aa 
the hack of the courtyard, the cooks had lit their fires and 
were preparing the most delectable dishes. The brightly lit 
night already carried the iMusion of the wedeling elvy, 

Chamki's tearfulness enhanced her natural beauty. Her 
saffron-coloured clothes elevated her to the heavens from the 
depths of her inferior status. They were no one's cast-ofls. Made 
of new material, this oulit was unique! All her life she had 
worn Bi Pasha's hand-me-siowns, And now that her dowry 
woulel alse: consist of Di Pasha’s clothes, she was destined to 
wear her cast-olfs for the rest of ler life. "But thi Pasta, a 
datighter of Sveds can only be pushed so far, mo further. [ust 
wait and see, You gave me old things to tse, cidn’t you? Now 
wait... 


Carring a tray of maleda Chamki reached the chambers of 
the groom's party. The place was brightly lit... same as the 
bride's side. Next morming was the nikah, No one took notice 
of her in this confusion. Making gentle enquines she reached 
the bridegroom's room. Tired from the rituals of haldi and 
mehneli, the groom was reclining on his masehn. When the 
curtain moved he turned around, ancl was transfixed by what 
he saw. 

Her saffron kurta coming down to her knees, tight pyjamas 
stretched on her rounded calves, salfron dupatia sprinkled 
with light Aqomdaan, tearful cyes, curved arms peeping out of 
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the short sleeves, strings of jasmine entwined in her hair and 
on her lips, a daring smile. There was nothing unusual about 
this. But for a Young man whe had Spe tal several rigs tuts 
fantasising about a woman. ..! No matter how restrained, he 
becomes almost uncontrollable the night before his weeding, 

Sight which lures the Mesh. Solitude which spurs 
Lem plation. 

The way Chamki looked athim, he succumbed immediately. 
She deliberately turned her face away. Agonised, he climbed 
offthe bed and stood in front of her. Chamki's glance from 
the comer of her eves reclucecl him to pulp. 

“Your namer” he managed to sav, swallowing. 

“Chamki!” A glittering laugh transformed her face to 
moonlight. 

“This ue! Whatever itis that is shining inside you, itis only 
night that your name should have been Chamki." 

Trembling, he placed! his hand on her shoulder, He spoke 
in a voice which was wot the voice men use to seduce a girl, 
but softly, lifting his hanel from her shoulder and holding her 
hand in his own he asked, “What is in this tray?" 

“T have brought mafeeda for you. Last night was ratjage.” 
Chamki encouraged him. He was wounded without a weapon, 
“lL have broweht it to sweeten your mouth,” she smilecd. 

“Pdon't believe in sweetening my mewth with maleeda.” He 
bent down to sweeten bis lips with hers. Chanvki fell inte his 
arms. “To rob him of his purity, to bose ber own. 

On the second day after the bride's departure when, 
acoorcling to the tocditon of the household, Bi Pasha retuned 
home ta give her wedding night clothes to the daughter of 
her wet-nurse, Ghamki smiled. 

“Pasha. all my life | took vour cast-offs, But today, vou ten..." 
she started laughing wildly. “All your life... you will use 
mine. ..2° She coulel net control her kaughter. 

Everyone gathered there realised that it was the thought of 
separation from a childhood fnend that had temporarily 
unhinged! Chamks. 
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GLOSSARY 


“sat 
chachi 

dalann 
dom-nis 


gaeder 


ged ( lena} 
iddni 


Jal tu Jalal tn 


ayer bala ko tal ti 


janaah 
juzadaan 
hiudanakinasa 
haarha 

hunger 


mueaylis 


metrsirte 


maugeliri 
meAr 


nag 

mearracnk parrias 
ror Mirt 
famdhean 
sehr 
Tawa! 


tewiz 


Va mitetikelh uber! 


call for praver 

father's younger brother's wile 

courtyard 

singing women whe come to celebrate 

occmions like births, weddings, etc. 

amulet 

tan achoopet 

four months period which must tnervene 

between acdiverce and second marriage for 

a woman (by Shariah) 

colloquial expression ta exorcise an ill that 
has befallen 

reepectiul way of saying “your 

eaver for the Holy Quran 

“eriay gece fuse triad” 

a brew for cobeis 

derogatary tern for a lome wormed 

gathenng of Shiite Mustuns to mourn the 
niariritom of the Propleee’s grancson 

elegies, dirges for the marwredem of the 
Prophets grandson, Imam Jtusain 

four-posice bel 

dower money enjoined by Shariah for the 
SEES LE | 

gift of money dunng mariage 

lightly salted snacks 

Ae ETH 

daughters or son's notherdnkiw 

wedding songs for the groom 

away of saving “DT repent”, usually accom 
panied by a pentle shipping of one’s cheek 

anmiulet 

IN CL pPreaion meaning “Relieve nv suffer 
ing”, acddreseecl to the Prophet's son-im- 
law, Hazrat Alt 
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stones in this volume of | Ler, Gee ee 


cece ce, EAA 


: twolyounp girls at the threshold of sexual 


rma commitment to the trith in Razia Sajjad Zaheer's 

a lew : ariied woman 

; a supert 

in Wajida Tabassum's (asi-offr, sats mang tae siccaieas 
women often find themselves in. | 

‘The Past 100 years have seen an UPSUree in progressive 
Urdu writing by women. By the 1890s, journals of women's 
seb began to be published and collections of poctry anc 
Sor stones (afsanas) on conten i ) mi 
aula bees ee ‘contemporary issues began to make 

From unselfconscious romanticism, women soon evolved 10 
writing about atheism, sexuality and revolt. Aftanas become 
their forte. Of the bounty of short stories in Urdu literature, 
Parwaaz offers us a connoisseur's selection to prove that 
women were alive, well and writing for change, from the early 
years of this century. 
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